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Fall of the Cradle of Freedom
Innx-which in the shining

age of Cyrus the Great had promulgated
the first proclamation of freedom in the world-after going through
a period of ups and downs, reached the point where it had been
transformed into a dark cavern of contumacy and selfishness; its
pride became its shame. During the Qajar period, human rights in
Iran took a precipitous dive. The various forms of torture which
were adopted are indicative of the bloodthirstiness of the rulers of
the day. Ary courageous, dynamic statesman like Qa'im Maqam
Farahani or Amir Kabir who sought the prosperity of Iran was
sentenced to death. The pseudo-mullahs, with their erroneous interpretations of divine law, considered themselves absolute rulers. In
towns and villages, each established his own absolute power base.
Apart from the few great, distinguished clerics who put an end to
this corrupt system, the country was in the hands of pseudo-mullahs
who vied with the Qajars in tyranny, and in order to bring the
kings under their sway, they observed no distinction between religion
and politics.
During this period, the clerics divided the Muslim population of
Iran into two groups: mujtaftids and muqallids. A mujtahid was a
person versed in Shi'ijurisprudence, and a muqallidwas any person
who was not a mujtahld. Kings and governors were also classified
according to this simple taxonomy: as they were not mujtahids,
they had to be muqalfids and obey the fatwas (religious edicts) of
the mujtahids. This seemingly simple principle held true in affairs
of state, and the state was not to take any action without the consent
of the religious scholars. In other words, the tyranny of the Qajar
period was dual. While the people were under the command of the
oppressive Qajar kings, the kings themselves were to obey the clerics.
The oppressive governors and the even more oppressive kings dared
not contradict the wishes of their domestic overlords.
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The dimensions of tyranny expanded in many ways. The Qajar
period was a re-enactment of the sectarian Safavid period-minus
the captivating faqade and grand architecture. The cultural, artistic,
literary and architectural achievements of the Qajar period were
accomplished by Iranian patriots who escaped the punishment of
the Qajars:

During the Qajar dynasty, unsavory incidents occurred which
resulted in the weakening of the country, the loss of some of its
territories, the exercise of foreign influence, and the undermining
of Iranian independence. (Razi, p.478)

Agha Muhammad Khan Qajar (rZg+-tzg7),the founder of the Qajar
dynasty, set the precedent for the spilling of innocent Iranian blood
by the kings of this dynasty. While this bloodthirsty man was fighting
Lutf 'Ali Khan Zand for the throne, five years had already passed
since the great French Revolution of L789 and the destruction of the
bastion of tyranny. Agha Muhammad Khan-who in an earlier
conflict had been castrated by 'Adil Shah Afshar and forever deprived
of sexual gratification-upon seizing the chalice of power, filled it
to the brim with human blood, and like an intoxicating wine, it
stupefied him. In his ultimate battle with Lutf 'Ali Khan, the Zand
king fled to Kerman. Agha Muhammad Khan marched on Kerman.
He was met by soldiers loyal to the house of Zand outside the city
gates. It took him four months to capture the city.
After seizing Kerman, Agha Muhammad Khan ordered the destruction of the city, a massacre, and the chastisement of the
populace. He ordered that 20,ooo pairs of eyes should be gouged
out from amongst the local inhabitants and delivered to him.
Such damage was inflicted upon the city by him and his soldiers
as cannot be described bY words.

Agha Muhammad Khan gouged out the eyes of Lutf 'Ali Khan,
the young and handsome eldest son of the House of Zand. . .and
ordered that Lutf 'Ali Khan be put to death. (Iqbal, Tarikh-e lran,

pp.76r-62)
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The standard-bearer of the Qajar dynasty granted the women of
Kerman to his soldiers and took the children captive. Whenin ry96
he proclaimed himself king in Tehran, he ordered that the bones of
Karim Khan Zand be disinterred and reburied in front of his palace
so he could tread upon them daily. Agha Muhammad Khan even
showed his brothers no mercy, blinding one and putting the other
to death. In the first year of his reign, he marched on Mashhad and
took Nadir's grandson, Shahrokh, prisoner. He placed bread dough
upon the head of the blind old governor and then poured molten
lead on the dough to make him reveal where the Afsharid family
jewels were hidden.
This hard-hearted king employed the same murderous methods
in his attack on Tiflis. In his bloodletting, he made no distinction
between Muslim and non-Muslim. He spared no effort in the looting
of the city and the massacre of its inhabitants. He destroyed churches,
cast priests bound hand and foot into the water, and took boys and
girls captive.'75 The advances made by Karim Khan Zand toward the
people's prosperity and the expansion of commerce were undone
during the oppressive reign of Agha Muhammad. Colonizers had a
free hand in Iran in these days, and in the name of the "expansion
of trade," the English made insidious encroachments in the Persian
Gulf to secure the sea route for the East India Company. Agha
Muhammad-the personification of murder, plunder, and arson, a
man not above committing any crime in his struggle for the
throne-was killed at the age of 6l by two persons whom he had
sentenced to death.
During the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah Qaja. Q797-rg4), the effects
of this dynasty's black rule over the nation gradually became apparent. The state's depleted treasury led Iran to become dependent
upon foreigners, who looked upon the country with an avaricious
eye and vied with one another for direct influence in Iran's foreign
and domestic affairs. Napoleon Bonaparte-who came to power
'75Razi,

p. 484.
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during this period and was the archrival of an expansionist England-conceived a plan to attack India by way of Iran and to seize
that country, which was for practical purposes an English possession.
Whereas the Russians, too, had begun encroaching upon Iran by
occupying Georgia, the French emperor sent an envoy to the Iranian
king with a message stating that were he to ally himself with France
and not hinder the passage of a French army through Iran en route
to India, then France would reciprocally help to put the Russians in
their proper place by organizinga modern army in lran.
The king agreed, and preliminary measures were taken. French
military advisors reorganized the Iranian army and brought new
cannon and other weapons to the country. England was agitated by
this treaty and appointed Sir John Malcolm-a veteran statesman-to the English embassy in Iran. He offered to contribute
f tzo,ooo a year to support the king's campaign against the Russians
in return for his refusal to allow the French to attack India from
Iranian soil. Iran had plainly become a sphere of influence for the
great European powers. Iran accepted the English offer, but England
had extended a hand of friendship to Russia in its war with Napoleon
and forgot its "aid payment." The Russians attacked lran. 'Abbas
Mirza, the crown prince, was unable to do anything about it, and in
the same year in which the Europeans formed an alliance against
Napoleon, "the Treaty of Golestan was concluded between Iran
and Russia with English backing.""u England had pinned the naive
Qajars' backs to the ground through trickery and deception. The
Russians, exploiting the government's weakness, attacked Iran once
more and this time permanently detached another portion of Iranian
territory through the Treaty of Turkomanchay.
Under the terms of this truly shameful treaty, Iran ceded Georgia,
the Caucasus, Yerevan, Nakhichevan and part of Azerbaijan to Russia.
Iran paid Russia ro million gold tomans in war reparations and lost
the right to sail on the Caspian Sea. In return, Russia officially
'7Razi, p. 4go.
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recognized 'Abbas Mirza as the Iranian crown prince! These treaties
made Iran weak and vulnerable in its foreign policy. Witn the defeat
of Napoleon, two great foreign powers-England and Russia-vied
for influence in Iran. Russian agents were able to enter Iran without
any restrictions. The Russians from the north and the English from
the south ate away like termites at the dry-rotted foundations of
Iranian freedom and independence. Iran had in effect become a
colony, and any talk of its independence is unfounded.
How can one speak of independence when disputes between Iranian and Russian nationals had to be resolved at the Russian consu'Ali Shah's
late? At the same time, the number of wives in Fath
seraglio reached I57:he was unsurpassed in his pursuit of merriment
and diversion. This number is not exaggerated. The author of l/aseklr
al-tavarikh, which records the history of the Qajar dynasty, lists the
names of each of this lecherous king's women.
Muhammad Shah Qajar (1834-1848) was powerless before the clerics. Mirza Abu al-Qasim Qa'im Maqam-a man of letters and a
skilled statesman who intended to implement reforms in Iran and
made important strides toward the betterment of the country-became the object of the king s scorn through the intrigues of rumormongers and was put to death at his command. In that valley of
corruption, whosoever sought to serve Iran lost his life. English
intervention in the war over Herat, which took place during the
reign of Muhammad Shah reached the point where they laid claim
to Kharg Island and forced Iran to surrender.
Toward the end of the reign of Muhammad Shah, a Shirazi youth
by the name of Sayyid 'Ali Muhammad claimed to be the gateway
to the Rightful Co-rnander, peace be upon him (that is, the
intermediary between the promised Imam and the people), and
for this ..urot came to be known as the Bab.'77 (Razi, p. 5V)

"Bab," an Arabic loan word in the Persian language, means "gate
or "door." The Bab was the founder of the Baha'i faith.
t77TN:
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During the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah (1848-1896), efforts were
made to retake Herat, but in 1857 these abortive efforts came to a
halt. During this period, the grand vizier of Iran, Amir Kabir-who
is considered a great statesman on a par with Rashid al-Din Fazlallah,

the renowned Jewish-born statesman-took an important step toward the betterment of the lives of the people. This exceptional
man was the son of Mashhadi Qurban, Mirza Abu al-Qasim Qa'im
Maqam's cook. Amir Kabir stood in the way of thieves and brigands.
He balanced the country's budget, secured the public safety, spread
culture and knowledge, and streamlined the army. He established
the Dar al-Fonun academy, and, most importantly, he curtailed the
power of the clerics. Yet he was removed from office.
One of Amir Kabir's goals was to keep the clerics out of state
policy and secular affairs. He knew to what extent the meddling
bf tfrir faction in politics-whether in the days of Shah Sultan
Husayn or those of Fath 'Ali Shah-had hurt Iran. Furthermore,
their intercession on behalf of everyone and their protection of
their own disrupted national affairs and bound the hands of state
offrcials. For this reason, he struggled to lessen their power. (Razi,
p. 524)
But Amir Kabir's ambition led his enemies to anticipate his actions
and secure a death sentence from Nasir al-Din Shah. They cut his
jugular vein in the Fin public bath at Kashan.
During the viziership of Haji Mirza Aghasi Sadr-e A'zam, Sayyid
'Ali Muhammad Bab and his followers gained strength. The arrest,
imprisonment, and exile of the leader of this movement extended
the sphere of the new religion. Clashes broke out between the followers of the Bab and his opponents throughout the cities of Iran.
Finally, after a debate between the Bab and Muslim clerics, they
sentenced him to death and executed him. After this incident, two
of the Bab's brothers claimed to be his successor. One was Mirza
Yahya Subh-e Azal and the other was Mirza Husayn 'Ali Nuri,
better known as Baha'allah. As a result, the followers of the new
religion were divided into two new sects, the Azalis and the Baha'is.
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Both brothers went to Ottoman Turkey, but the Ottoman state
eventually exiled Subh-e AzaI to Cyprus and Baha'allah to Acre.
Baha'allah's tomb in Israel is now the greatest Baha'i shrine.
Nasir al-Din Shah, who sold exclusive concessions to foreigners,
met with the opposition of the people and enlightened religious
scholars. Among these exclusive concessions was that for the cultivation and marketing of tobacco, which planted the seeds of the
Constitutionalist Revolution. Apart from that, foreign loans increased the people's anger. Rather than spending the money in the
national interest, the king used it to cover the costs of his excursions
to Europe. After ruling for forty-nine years, this despotic king was
shot to death by Mirza Reza Kermani.
The national protests against the tobacco concession in r89o were
very important for the Iranian people, demonstrating to them that
when united, individuals can limit and even eliminate tyranny. The
king was forced to revoke the tobacco concession and pay a stiff
penalty. Thenceforward, the clerics, with the support of the people,
especially the bazaris,'78 resisted the headstrong state apparatus. The
Iranian government attempted to douse the fire of the mullahs'
anger and win their support by persecuting and imprisoning Baha'is.
The Tobacco Revolt finally led to the proclamation of a consultative
assembly and constitutionalism without bloodshed during the reign
of Muzaffar al-Din Shah (1896-19o7). During these years, Iran was
plagued by insufferable chaos and turmoil. The country's currency
was backed by neither gold nor silver, and coins were struck from
copper. A bread shortage added to the misery. A significant and
fertile portion of Iranian territory had been ceded to the Russians.
European civilization was making rapid progress while Iran was
quickly falling behind. The Islamic lands of Turkey, Algeria, Egypt,
and Iraq were all under European influence.

'7oTN:

merchants who conduct business in the bazaar, or marketplace.
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Such was the corruption of the state apparatus and oppression
the subjects by those who governed them that during the years

famine.

.

of
of

.

...the governor [of Kuchan] took 3oo Muslim girls as payment of
taxes instead of wheat. He sold each girl to the Turcomans in
exchange for twelve maunds of wheat. They say that they took
some of the girls from their mothers whilst they slept. (Razi,
p. 5$)

The Iranian people were cut to the bone. The Quju. king, who was
living out the last days of his life, saw no option but to listen to the
demands of the people.
In 19o6, an ailing Muzaffar al-Din Shah issued the decree establishing constitutionalism, and in October of the same year, the first
session of the National Consultative Assembly was convened with
trade guild representation. Muzaffar al-Din Shah died in r9o7. In
the same year, Russia and England concluded a treaty whereby Iran
was divided into two spheres of influence. The north belonged to
the Russians and the south to the English. By the terms of this
treaty, each foreign power undertook not to interfere in the other's
sphere of influence.
Muzaffar al-Din Shah's proclamation calling for a constitution
and a consultative assembly led nowhere. Before long, the bloody
Constitutionalist Revolution had begun, shaking the foundations
of the Qajar state. Although we will discuss this dynasty's waning
years in another chapter, we must here mention the fact that the
entire Qaja. period should be considered a period of Iranian decline
and decay. The kings and governors were prisoners of their personal
desires and followed no political or religious standard, Unlike the
Safavid period, when the kings had as their goal the propagation of
the Shi'i faith, the Qajars had no strong commitment to either
Shi'ism or Sunnism. They left matters in the hands of a group of
mullahs who spread superstition and vacuous beliefs. In such an
environment-where a person's life had no value and the red-clad

FALL OF THE CRADLE OF FREEDOM

375

executioners were the busiest servants of the royal court, and even
great men such as Qa'im Maqam Farahani and Amir Kabir did not
escape their bloody clutches-what could have been the plight of
the enervated Jewish minority? The following chapters will answer
this question. Against this gloomy background, culture, the arts,
and scholarship lacked the requisite strength to flourish. Apart from
the works of some poets and authors whose compositions did not
measure up to those of past masters, the Qajar period up to the
blossoming of the Constitutionalist Revolution neither resulted in
prosperity for the cities of Iran nor did it allow Iran any honors in
the fields of scholarship and culture.

Cnnprnn Twnrurv-ONn
Fears and Hopes
Acua MurravMAD KuaN QNan's rise to power and his mad acts
struck fear in the hearts of the Jews of the land of Cyrus at a time
when the great French Revolution, the proclamation of equal rights
for the Jews of that country, and the emancipation of the Jews of
Austria had brought the sweet scent of freedom to Iran from afar.
The Jews of Iran had thought that their days of affliction had come
to an end with Nadir Shah's victory, but seeing the enthronement
of a king who had no mercy upon innocent Muslims, they realized
the error in their reasoning. Although they were not at first targeted
by the kings, once responsibility for administration was handed
over to the mullahs, as in Safavid times, they faced the same-and
perhaps even worse-restrictions. Upon gaining control of the country, Agha Muhammad Khan Qajar attributed his victory to the
clerics. He took back all the property which Nadir Shah had distributed to his soldiers and gave it to the clerics and mullahs. The
mullahs. who had bitter memories of Nadir, made a comeback with
the beginning of the Qajar dynasty, and with the royal court's support
seized control of the kingdom's administration.
Although the Jews were not safe from their antagonists during
the period of anarchy and turmoil between the Afsharid and Qajar
periods, they did not fear a renewal of Safavid times. On the contrary,
they were hopeful that the situation would gradually improve. But
the head of the Qajar dynasty dashed their hopes. Before coming to
rule over Iran, the Qajar tribe had lived in an area where no Jews
lived, and for that reason, anti-Semitic beliefs were less prevalent
among them. But once they gained power, they feared for their
hold on the throne and looked to the mullahs for support, and
there was no level to which they would not stoop. To the greatest
extent possible, the Qajars gave the mullahs a free hand in state
affairs, which led to the renewal of anti-Semitism. Indeed, for the
Qajars, "ruling" meant possessing the throne and a harem. Agha
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Muhammad Khan held the lowest pseudo-mullah in the highest
esteem, without regard for his character or level of comprehension.
Overall, the kings of this dynasty did not interfere in any matter
which might in some way be considered religious, even if it had no
practical connection with religion. Many of these situations ended
in despoliation and bloodshed. Auguste Lacoin de Vilmorir\ who
traveled to Iran at the beginning of the Qajat period, writes:
The lgovernmentl is obliged to admit the [mullahs] to all its
meetings, and the ambition of these people is so great that they
continually demand favors destined to render themselves more
powerful. Scarcely recognizing the established government, they
seek every occasion to augment their authority and to govern the
people themselves. (Lacoin de Vilmorin, p 76)

The Jews, who had fled from city to city to escape persecution
during the Mongol, Timurid, and Safavid eras, were by now fewer
in number, but distributed throughout Iran and the neighboring
lands. Although Turkestan was independent, the Persian language
and Iranian culture had taken root there. Jews were relatively concentrated, especially in cities like Samarqand and Bokhara. But during
this period, the people of that region, who followed events in Iran,
increased the pressure on the Jews such that it was difficult for
them to continue practicing their religion.
The Jewish traveler, Neumark, writes:
The Jews of Bokhara have lived in that city since the t5th century.
They went to that city from Iran. The Jews of Bokhara have long
been out of contact with the outside world. In the early rTth

century, Joseph Maghribi went from Safad to Bokhara and gave

the Jews religious instruction. He was from Morocco, and for
that reason he was called "Maghribi. "'7e But he emigrated to Safad
in his youth.

Wolffwrites thatJoseph Maghribi taught the Jews of Bokhara,
Samarqand, and Tashkent-who had no religious leader-to read

Joseph

"Moroccan.
"nTN: "Maghribi" is both the Arabic and Persian word for
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the Torah and encouraged them to emigrate to Jerusalem. He remained at Bokhara for the rest of his life, dying at the age of 8r. The
first people who emigrated to the Holy Land at his behest were a
father and son who had studied under him and who went to Jerusalem
by way of Baghdad.
The Jewish traveler and scholar R. David d'Beth Hitlel (d. rA+O),
who traveled to Iran during the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah and is the
second greatest traveler to visit Iran after Benjamin of Tudela, met
that father and son in Baghdad in 18z6 while on his way to Iran.
Hillel, in his critical work The Travels of Rabbi David d'Beth Hillel:
From Jerusalem, through Arabia, Koordistan, Part of Persia and India
to Madras, which was published in 1832, writes, "l was told by them
that in Bokhara there are 3,ooo families of Israelites. . . "'8o
Other clerical envoys who journeyed to Bokhara from the Holy
Land after Joseph Maghribi include R. Raphael Uhanna Marakashi
of Tiberias in t88r, R. Ya'qub Meir-who later became the Sephardic
grand rabbi of Jerusalem-in t882, and R. Benyamin Yuhanan Kohan-himself born in Bokhara-who travelled from Jerusalem in
t892. The emigration of Jews from Bokhara, Samarqand, and surrounding cities to Israel began in the late nineteenth century.

Travel of Jewish Envoys to Iran
During the Qajar period, some religious leaders traveled from Israel
to Iran and and brought some light to the Iranian Jews'gloomy
hearts. These religious leaders sought to promote Judaism among
the Jews of Iran with the holy scriptures they brought and also
collected monetary contributions for the religious foundations of
the Promised Land. Jewish travelers also ventured to Iran during
this period.
Because it is better that the names of all such persons be mentioned
in one place, in this discourse we will step outside the bounds of
the Qajar period. This list includes only those names identified by
'ood'Beth

Hillel, p. 93.

FEARS AND HOPES

379

the author of the present book. Clearly, there were other travelers
and religious leaders of whom we are unaware. These Jews include:

1. R. Benjamin of Tudela, a Jewish town of Spain, who innTo
travelled to Iran and whom we have previously (p. zg tr.)
mentioned.
2. R. Pethahiah of Hungary, who visited the vicinity of Kurdistan
shortly after Benjamin of Tudela.
3. Judah al-Harizi traveled to Susa in tz3o, before the Mongol
invasion.
4. R. Moses Alshekh of Safad, Israel, traveled to Iran rn 1593, at
the beginning of the reign of Shah 'Abbas I. Alshekh's student,
Baruch Calimani, in the preface of his book, The Torah of
Moses, published in Venice in 1600, writes, "Alshekh made an
agreement with the Jews of Iran that each man over the age of
twenty should pay half a mithqal of silver per annum as a hes
sheqel."18r It is likely that the Jews of Iran became familiar with
the Sephardic manner of prayer during this time.
5. Pedro Teixeira entered Iran in 16o4, during the reign of Shah
'Abbas I. He was one of the Portuguese anusim, and it is said
that he later returned to his ancestral faith.
6. Baruch Cad traveled to Iran int646, during the reign of Shah
'Abbas II. He remarked that he saw some of the people of
Bene Moshe.
7 . R. Judah ben Amram was sent to Iran in L7r2, during the
reign of Shah Sultan Husayn, and visited the cities of Hamadan,
Sanandaj, Tabriz, Kashan, and Golpayegan.
8. R. Benyamin bar Shalom traveled from Jerusalem to Iran in
t72o, toward the end of the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn.
9. R. Mordecai ben Eliezer Sidon and his brother, R. Moshe Sidon,
were sent to Iran in t768, during the reign of Karim Khan
Zand. They were robbed by brigands, however, and were forced
'oThis agreement remained in effect until the end of the reign of Ahmad
Shah Qa.lar.
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to return to Mosul and set out again for Iran. Once again,
they were set upon by highwaymen, but were able to reach
Kurdistan.

10. R. Ya'qub bar Yeroham traveled from Jerusalem to Iran in
r77i, during the reign of Karim Khan Zand'
reign of Fath
1 1. Joseph Wolfftravelled to Iran in r8z5, during the
'Ali Shah. This Jewish-born convert to Christianity and missionary showed great interest in the plight of Jews'
12. R. David d'Beth Hillel traveled to three eastern countries, including lran, in search of information on the ten lost tribes in
t827, during the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah.
13. Zechariah ben Sa'dia, a Yemeni Jew, visited Tabriz in the rgth
century.
14. R. Meir ben Isaiah of Safad traveled to Iran in the first half of
the rgth century. Wolff met him in Tehran in r83r.
15. Benjamin II, whose actual name was Israel Joseph Benjamin,
traveled to Iran in the middle of the rgth century, during the
reign of Nasir al-Din Shah.
16. R. Nissim Ohanahvisited Iran from Tiberias in 1854.
L7 . Dr. Jakob Eduard Polak was Nasir al-Din Shah's physician
from r85r to 1855, and had earlier taught at the Nizam academy.
This prominent physician used his influence to improve the
status of Iranian Jews.
18. Ephraim Neumark traveled to Iran from Tiberias in 1883. The
details he provided on the Jewish community of his day are
very comprehensive.
19. R. Tvi Hirsch ha Kohen Yerushalimi and R. Hirsch Labin
went to Iran from Safad, Israel, in t877.
20. Abraham Halu'a of Jerusalem was in Iran in 1887.
21. Alhanan Natan Adler, the son of R. Adler, the grand rabbi of
London, travelled to Tehran in 1896 to collect old Jewish manuscripts.
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22. Yehuda Almog Kopeliovitz (Fig.9) traveled to Iran in r9z8 to
establish Jewish emigration organizations. Born in Russia and
a resident of Israel, he was instrumental in the founding of
the Halutz.

23. Itzhak Ben-Zvi, who became president of Israel after Weizmann, traveled to Iran in 1934 to familiarize himself with ancient
Jewish history.

From the Second World War forward, the travels of Jewish researchers to Iran overshadowed the travel of Jewish religious envoys

from the Holy Land.
Revival of Anti-Semitism during the Qajar Period
Neumark writes:
Anti-Semitic activities were renewed at the beginning of the Qu3a.
period, but late in the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah they tapered
off "' During this king's reign, European Jewish organizations
such as the Alliance israelite universelle of Paris and the AngloJewish Association of London made significant gestures to the
court on behalf of Iranian Jewry. (Neumark, p. +l)

At the outset of Agha Muhammad Khan Qajar's reign, the many
Jews who lived in the vicinity of Kashan were forced to abandon
their faith. After this incident, the inhabitants of the villages of
Chamisar, Aran (Harun), Bidgol, Nushabad, Abyaneh, Isar, Barzuk,
Beygan, and other villages preserved the distinctive dialect of the
Kashani Jews . Mezuzahs were to be found over the doors of the
homes of these Jewish " Muslims. "
According to Hakham Yedediah Shofet, the contemporary Jewish
religious leader, his father went one day to the house of an elderly
Muslim man in the village of Aran. The old man said that his
forefathers were Jewish and that they had directed that the Holy
'o'This tapering off must be considered only

killing and bloodshed.

in terms of the level of
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Scriptures should continue to hold a place of honor in their homes.
These books were kept in a little room upstairs. On the cover of the
Torah, the births of family members were recorded, with two names
for each person. One was a Hebrew name, and the other Islamic.
For example, "Sara" was written next tO "Fatimah" and "Shemuel"
was followed by "Husayn," etc. This religious leader, who himself is
from Kashan, opines that before the Qajar period, the grand Haji
Mirza Husayn Naraqi mosque was once a prominent Kashani synagogue, and that it was later modified and re-named.
The story of the Jews' plight during the first years of the Qajar
dynasty has not been recorded in the detail that it deserves. Here,
we must of a necessity cite some of the accounts related to Mullah
Agha Baba Damavandi by his grandfather:

In the time of Agha Muhammad Khan, anti-Jewish riots broke
out. The residents of the Jewish village of Zafreh, on the road
between Isfahan and Yazd, were forced to convert to Islam, and
their synagogue was converted to a mosque.
After the Safavids, the Jews once again headed for the city of
Qo*, which was a site of pilgrimage, and a number ofJews lived
there at the outset of the Qajar period. One Tasu'a,'ot a Jewish
child, not understanding the significance of the religious acts of
the groups of mourners, laughed in amusement. This laughter
incited the groups of mourners to attack the Jewish ghetto, and
without giving anyone the option of conversion, they inaugurated
a gruesome massacre. During the same period, the inhabitants of
a Jewish village between Qazvin and Isfahan were forced to convert
to Islam, and their synagogue was converted into a mosque. Although Nadir Shah had moved some of the Jews of Qazvin to
Mashhad, the city nonetheless had a Jewish population of several
thousand at the beginning of Agha Muhammad's reign, all of
whom were either killed or forced to convert.

Other evidence supports Mullah Agha Baba's accounts. In Qazvin,
there is a site called "Chahar Payghambar,"'a+ which is popularly
"'TN: The 9th day of the Islamic month of Muharram.
"hx: "Four Prophets. "
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believed by the Jews to be the tomb of four of the prophet Daniel's
companions. Jews who reached this city during World War I saw a
Torah scroll in the cellar of Chahar Payghambar, and because it
was Yom Kippur, they called on their coreligionists to pray there.
According to Lord Curzon, who travelled to Iran in the last years of
the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah, there were no Jews in Qom. The
Bulletin of the Alliance israelite universelle writes that there is a
5oo-year-old Torah in Kashan which originally belonged to theJews
of Qom.'ut
Regarding the status of Iranian Jewry in the early years of the
reign of Agha Muhammad Khan, we can make reference to all the
cities of Iran by relying upon the accounts of the elderly and stories
that have been handed down from generation to generation. There
is a street in Hamadan whose inhabitants are Muslims, yet it is
known as "Jew Street."'ou They say that the Masjid-e Payghambar
[Prophet's Mosque] located on this street was a Jewish shrine before
the Qajar period, and the common folk believe that the shrine of
the prophet Haggai was located there. During this period, the Jews
of Damghan fled the town. The Jews of Daylaman and Gilan completely vanished, while a small group remained in Siah Kal. Meanwhile, the Jews of Yazd and Kerman sought refuge in Rafsanjan and
Si4an.
The turbulent times which put an end to the Zand dynasty and
brought the Qajars to the fore were so stormy as not to allow the
establishment of order, and as a result, the Jews fell victim to countless
atrocities during these years. It can be said of a certainty that the
afflictions suffered by the Jews during the reign of Agha Muhammad
Khan were worse than those of Safavid times and that the number
of Jews in Iran declined more precipitously. Many of the Jewish
converts to Islam who had been able to return to their ancestral
'o5Bulletin of the Alliance israelite universelle, no.

p

0go) ,p. 66.

"uTN: Persian kucheh-ye johudha. The term johudha is pejorative and
considered highly offensive,
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faith during the reign of Nadir were compelled to return to Islam,
this time with even greater force. "During the reign of Agha Muhammad, Jews in Isfahan were coerced into converting to Islam."'8i
It is noteworthy that with the designation of Tehran as the capital
city in ry96-the year of Agha Muhammad's coronation-a number
of Jews from Gil'ad, Shiraz, Isfahan, and Kashan emigrated to that
city.

After the murder of Agha Muhammad Khan, Jewish disorganiza-

tion increased in a turbulent environment. At the national level,
massacre, oppression, and torture were widespread...

...but no persecution equaled that which they suffered under
Fath Ali Shah (r798-r83+). The Illiats (the Persian nomads) made
constant irruptions into the Jewish quarter, violated the women,
massacred the men, pillaged the houses, and broke to pieces what
they could not carry away. (tr,6'.66o)

Fath 'Ali Shah, for whom the expansion of his seraglio was a great
source of pride, selected attractive Jewish maidens and boys and
impressed them into his harem. IVasekh al-tavarilrh, which lists all
of this king's wives and eunuchs one by one, provides the names of
the following Jews:
Ishaq Mirza's mother is of the House of Israel
The 9th wife, Maryam Khanorn'8t is of the House of Israel...
The 73rd wife, Hajiyeh Nabat Khanom, is of the House of Israel. .
The 76th wife, Khadijah Khanom, is of the House of Israel. . .
The Sgth wife, Shirin Khanom, is of the House of Israel. .
The g+th wife, Shahrbanu Khanom, is of the House of Israel. . .
The roznd wife, Ma'sumah Khanom, is of the House of Israel. .
The rz6th wife, Kuchek Khanom, is of the House of Israel. ..
The r56th wife, Khadrjah Khanom, is of the House of Israel
Musa Khan's mother is of the House of Israel
(Lisan al-Mulk Sepehr, pp. z8r-95)

.

.

.

"Kohan

Sedegh.

"Lady,
"tTN: the honorific title "Khanom" is here similar to the English
though it is placed after the name rather than before it.
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"
In these times, when the status of women was naught, the "queens,
along with the young boys, were gathered in the khaqan's'Ee court
only to satisfy his lusts. Maryam, the ninth wife of Fath 'Ali Shah,
was the most breathtakingly beautiful of all his wives. In the Tarikh-i
'azudi it is related that...
...Maryam Khanom was of the House of Israel; she had no rival
in beauty. Husayn Qoli Khan, the brother of Fath 'Ali Khan,

wanted Maryam before she became the king's wife. But his Eminence the Khaqan would not allow it and married her himself.
The affliction suffered by the late Husayn Qoli Khan during the
first month of his brother's reign was on account of his refusal to
grant Maryam Khanom to him. This matter gradually worsened,
and the late Khan grew blind and passed away.
Shah Beygom Khanom, known by the title "Ziya' al-Sultanah"
was born to Maryam Khanom. The Iate Khaqan loved Ziya' alSaltanah dearly, for she was both an unsurpassed calligrapher
and the exemplar of grace and beauty. She penned the late Khaqan's
manuscripts. Particularly, all confidential correspondence, to
whomever it might be addressed, was drafted by Shah Beygom.
Her handwriting was beautiful. All her brothers showed her the
utmost respect...During the Khaqan's reign, he would not allow
any suitors to marry her. After the Khaqan's passage at the age of
37, in accordance with the wishes of Muhammad Shah, she was
married to Mirza Mas'ud Khan, the foreign minister.

The missionary Joseph Wolff, who travelled to Iran during this
period, endeavored to depict the plight of the Jews in this land and
paints a sad picture. According to Kohan Sedegh, efforts by Protestant
Christian missionaries to spread their religion among the Jews of
Iran increased during this period. Printed religious books, including
the Jewish holy scriptures in the Persian language redacted in the
Hebrew script, were distributed among the Jews.
The Jews of Kashan, weakened by the heavy taxes imposed during
Nadir's time and payment of the iizya poll tax, were victimized

an honorific title usually associated with the emperors of China.
Used here because of the Qajars'Turkic origin.
'oeTN:
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by a number of clerics, and especially during the chaos which
intervened between the reigns of Nadir and Fath 'Ali Shah, they
fell victim to marauders from outlying areas...In Isfahan, too,
until the latter portion of that king's reign, raids on the Jewish
ghetto by surrounding tribes continued. (Kohan Sedegh)

Mullah Agha Baba or Muhammad Reza, the New-Muslim
As has previously been mentioned, the conversion of Jews to Islam
was not always cornpulsory and collective. The inheritance law was
a motivation for some individual Jews-be it to show off their own
importance, to exact Vengeance, or for material reasons-to recite
the Islamic declaration of taith before a Muslim cleric, and, as converts
to Islam, to arrogate to themselves the property of both their close

and distant deceased relatives. One such person who converted to
Islam during the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah and kindled the flames oi
anti-Semitism was Mullah Agha Baba ben Rehamim, or Muhammad
Reza, the new-Muslim.
Mullah Agha Baba converted to Islam as a youth in r1zz. At that
time, the population of the Tehran ghetto was on the rise with the
arrival of Jews from Shiraz. The Tehran ghetto had two mullahs
who were in competition with one another. One was Mullah Rehamim (d. r8Zo), who had the greater following, and the other was
Mullah Agha Baba. Mullah Rehamim believed that his rival was not
properly observing the regulations governing the inspection and
slaughter of animals. One Saturday morning, when the congregation
was gathered in the synagogue, this matter came to the fore. Complaints were raised concerning Mullah Agha Baba's practices, and
animals slaughtered by him were declared unfit.
In those days, people usually cooked their Saturday meals on
Friday so that they would not have to handle fire on Saturday.
Upon leaving the synagogue they returned to their homes, and at
lunch time, picked up the warm pots from their hearths, brought
them to the main square in the center of the Jewish ghetto, and
dumped the contents into a trash bin by an empty ditch. Upon
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seeing this, Mullah Agha Baba considered his religious life over and
done with, because he could no longer have any honor in the Jewish

community. He likewise lost his livelihood. He didn't think committing suicide appropriate, nor did he even have the courage to do
so. The world seemed bleak, and he grasped at his only remaining
hope: renouncing Judaism and embracing Islam. Along with his
family, he went before the local mujtahid and declared his Islamic
faith. This occasion is clearly reminiscent of the story of Mullah
Mordecai Lari during the reign of Shah 'Abbas I (see p. 3o4 ff ). The
matter of Mullah Agha Baba, who adopted the new name of "Muhammad Reza, " led to the writing of a book entitled Manqul al-Reza
ya radd al-Yahud (Narrative of Reza, or Refutation of the Jews,
Fig. ro).
The introduction to the lithographed edition, written in the Persian

script, states:
However, as it was produced in the Hebrew script and the idiom
of his people, and the departed's lifetime was inadequate for the
translation of that estimable book, for all its virtue and goodness,
that worthy book remained little used. Therefore, it was necessary
that it should be translated and interpreted, so that its utility
might be generalized and that its usefulness might attain its full
and utmost extent. Upon the instructions of a group of scholars
of the day and at the behest of some of the brethren. . . [this book]
was translated into the Persian tongue by his excellency Akhund
Mullah Muhammad Kashani, originally of Kashan and resident
at Tehran...and the exalted Agha Muhammad Ja'far, lthe author's]
nephew. Additionally, citations from earlier works have been cited,
where appropriate...each in an appropriate chapter, so that with
God's help this book might include all evidences and proofs.

This introduction indicates that the new-Muslim Muhammad Reza
was unsuccessful in publishing his book in his lifetime, that after
his death, his nephew Agha Muhammad Ja'far-who knew the Hebrew script-succeeded in "translating" or transcribing it to the
Persian script, and that religious scholars and clerics also participated

in the editing of the book. The goa! of Radd al-Yahud was to dem-
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onstrate the errors of the Jews by citing from the Torah and the
books of the prophets of Israel. Although Muhammad Reza's book
'Ali
was not published during the anti-Semitic upheaval of Fath
Shah's day (had such been the case, a new wave of anti-Semitism
would have been unleashed), he disregarded the duty of a mullah
or religious leader to protect the faith of his coreligionists, voluntarily
and without compulsion abandoned his faith and converted to Islam,
and in death incited the people against the Jews. The lamentable
episode of Mullah Agha Baba Rehamim during the reign of Fath
'Ali Shah was a terrible blow to the body of a harrowed Iranian
Jewish community and served to reinforce hatred of Jews.
According to Kohan Sedegh, Mullah Agha Baba was from Shiraz,
and of the house of Haji Ibrahim Kalantar Shirazi, the renowned
governor, himself a convert to Islam. Though he was more literate
than his rival, he was less influential. The day on which the flesh of
the animals he slaughtered was declared unfit and dumped in the
ditch was the first day of Passover. Mullah Agha Baba Shirazi sat in
his home and said nothing. It was the custom of the Jews of Shiraz
that on the first day of Passover they went to the home of the city's
mullah, and each brought a sour orange to present to him. Mullah
Agha Baba waited alone the entire day. That day's pain led him to
convert to Islam on the following day. After a time, at the behest of
others, he began writing Radd al-Yahud. Upon his tombstone in
the Islamic cemetery, these lines of verse are inscribed:
From the abode of nonexistence, I came to know existence
I became a leader of the nation of God's interlocutoleo
In the books of Moses and the commandments of the prophets
I saw Muhammad-I became Muhammad Reza
I left this world in bliss
For I became a scribe in the service of God's religion

'eoTN: The sobriquet

Kalim-e Khoda or Kalim Allah (God's interlocutor)

is a reference to Moses.
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The Upright Clerics' Quest for Justice
Mullah Agha Baba Damavandi related that during the time of Fath
'Ali Shah, the people went to their homes in the evening, dined,
and went to bed. But the city gates were open to caravans until the
first watch of the night, and the Jews were responsible for securing
the gate in the darkness of the night. In addition to paying the iizya
poll tax, they were also required to pay several mithqals of gold to
the king each year on the day of the Nowruz'n' festival. Because the
Jews of Tehran were impoverished in those days, this tax constituted
a healy burden upon them.
A young Jewish man by the name of Elisha' Shirazi, an itinerant
haberdasher by trade, passed by the seraglio of Fath 'Ali Shah. The
women bade him enter. As he displayed his wares, he laughed and
made mirth with the women. As chance would have it, the king
observed this display of merriment from atop his roof. He sent a
guard to arrest Elisha'and bring him to him in order to determine
if he had any ulterior motive, in which case he would be executed
on the spot. But after completing his interrogation, the king had no
harsh words for Elisha' and invited him to make a request. Elisha'
replied, "The payment of several mithqals of gold each Nowruz is
onerous." He asked permission to deliver annually a quantity of
silk thread to the royal clothier instead. The king agreed. This rare
occurrence occasioned much hope and joy amongst the Jews of
Tehran.
Although the reign of Muhammad Shah-unlike that of Fath 'Ali
Shah-did not witness mass executions of Jews, neither did it bring
them any glad tidings. The Mashhad riot, which will be described
elsewhere (see p. 43o ff), took place during this period. It would
take time for the social progress of Europe and the proclamation of
equal rights in the West to influence lran. European ambassadors
and foreign travelers spread news of the freedom and equality of
'eThe first day of the Persian solar calendar year, which coincides with
the spring equinox.
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the West very slowly in Iran. The Jews of Iran had already been
debilitated by earlier blows and were in no need of further persecution. From this time forward, anti-Semitism in Iran took on a new
form, and the terrifying face of the enemy smiled as Jews became
the objects of derision.
During this period, power was in the hands of the fanatic grand
vizier, Haji Mirza Aghasi. The king, who was afflicted with gout,
had placed the country's affairs in his hands. Eugbne Flandin writes:
He was, otherwise, ignorant of all things foreign to the Quran, a
bigot-being a pilgrim having returned from Mecca, as indicated
by his surname of Haji-he occupied himself more with his devotions than with affairs. (Flandin, t.297-B).

At the outset of Muhammad Shah's reign, new disturbances erupted
in Isfahan in which r3o Jews were killed and many injured. Among
the victims of this disturbance was Mullah Agha Baba, the grand
hakham of Isfahan.'n' During the reign of Muhammad Shah, the
Jews of Tehran were somewhat more secure. The reason for this is
believed to be that one of Muhammad Shah's Jewish wives was
from Tehran, and she often visited the Jewish quarter of the city.
The people slaughtered lambs before her.
A reliable document from this period mentions that despite what
happened at Mashhad, some of the grand religious scholars in Tehran
issued fatwas protecting the Jews. Among these fatwas is a document
signed by several prominent religious leaders. The promulgation of
this document in the face of events such as the Mashhad atrocity
and the Tabriz riot illustrates the factiousness within the country
and the fact that there were insubordinate provinces in Iran. According to this document (Fig. rr):
Should a Muslim seize the property of a Jew, so long as the
property is still intact, he must return it, and should it be damaged,
then he must return its equivalent. If a Muslim kills a Jew, then
he must pay with his life unless the killing was unintentional or
te'1n,

6:659.
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by accident, in which case he may, under certain conditions, be
exonerated, And if a Jew who has converted to Islam should
return to his former religion, he must not be killed, but rather
shall be imprisoned or shall pay a fine. And Islamic judges must
not demand a Jew's estate upon his death.

document-however much it may be criticized
for its conservatism in calling for a fine or imprisonment for returning
to Judaism-is important to Jewish-lranian history with regard to
respect for the rights of Jews, especially as it was signed by five
fatwa-issuing mujtahids. But this unequivocal and momentous document was relegated to history at birth. It was never explained to
the masses, nor did it serve to stem the sheikhs' truculence toward
the Jews. Although collective massacres, expropriations, and compulsory conversions ceased, infractions against individuals and the
forced conversions of individual Jews continued.
Such an authoritative

Huntsmen of Faith
During the Qajar period, the Jewish community's poverty and lack
of freedom provided a suitable environment for the proselytizing
efforts of other religions. Apart from the fact that the Muslims
coerced some Jews to convert to Islam, European missionaries-whose business it was to draw others to Christianity-found
ample opportunity. Moreover, the advent of the new religion led by
Sayyid 'Ali Muhammad, the Bab, daily attracted new adherents from
within the community. Proselytization of this new religion in the
urban Jewish communities was highly effective, particularly in the
cities of Hamadan, Kashan, Arak, and Tehran. Members of the
Jewish community abandoned their faith in small groups. Furthermore, the riots which erupted against the followers of 'Ali Muhammad, the Bab, killing a few at a time, fanned the flames of fanaticism
for the pseudo-mullahs.
Owing to the kindness of its adherents toward the Jews, the religion
of the Bab-an offshoot of Islam
able to garner a following
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among the Jews, who had suffered at Islam's hands. The Babis'
greatest gift to the Jewish community was their rejection of the
notion that the Jews were unclean. They opened the doors of friendship and humanity to theJews, permitting them to love others. The
spread of the Babi faith gave the Jews of Iran occasion for hope that
their suffering at the hands of their Muslim countrymen might
come to an end. Indeed, had all the Muslims of Iran converted to
Babism, the killing of Jews would have stopped, because Sayyid 'Ali
Muhammad, the Bab, forbade bloodshed.
Like the Jews, the Babis and Baha'is considered themselves persecuted. Moreover, while they had to be very careful in proselytizing
among the Muslims, there was no such danger in proselytizing
among the Jews, and they were able to spread their religion among
them with peace of mind. Baha'i proselytization was most effective
among urban Jews, as that population was under greater pressure.
In these times, many Jews had lost their religious values because of
the disintegration of social organizations, the disappearance of religious schools, and the disempowerment of religious leaders resulting
from state-sanctioned persecution. A steady stream of persecutions

and massacres did not afford them the opportunity to explore their
religious philosophy. For all their love of reading, they were completely unfamiliar with the Talmud. They had forgotten the Hebrew
language or retained merely a cursory knowledge of it. Many did
not understand the meaning of the prayers which they recited in
Hebrew. Discourse on the principles of the Torah was extremely
rare. They were familiar with extremist religious ceremonies, yet
unacquainted with the fundamental principles of Judaism. Avenues
of escape were closed to them one by one. In their struggle with
cruel rulers and their even crueler lackeys, they were warriors without
arms who suffered continual casualties, and now, too, their weapon
of faith had grown dull.
Under such circumstances, when a Jew saw that the very same
Muslim who yesterday had deemed him unclean and thirsted for
his blood now loved and respected him, he was so taken aback that
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he considered him his guide and master. This Muslim-turned-Baha'i

invited the Jew into his home, extended a hand of friendship, showed
him courtesy, and told him that the leader of the new religion said
that all men are equal, that there is no difference between them. AII
of these things created an attraction toward the new religious movement for the Jews, and sometimes when the head of a household
followed this path to its conclusion, the other members of the family
followed suit. The Jews' superficial knowledge of their religion-the
ill-omened result of past cruelties, especially during the Safavid peri-

od-contributed to this. In other words, not only had the Jews
been killed off in stages, but their religious consciousness had also
been weakened in many instances. This in itself made them ready
victims of another kind. The Jews, who at the sword point of tyrants
had lost all freedom of education-especially as regards their religion-did not realize that thousands of years earlier, their own
prophets had proclaimed the equality of the rights of man and
striven toward peace, love, equality, and freedom among men, and
that the Jews themselves were the first to worship the one God and
to spread monotheism amongst the nations.
During the Qajar period, Judaism for them meant the observation
of ceremonies which were sometimes tainted by superstition. Many
Jews made a living by fortune telling. They believed that to set foot
outside the bounds of some spurious customs-and not the fundamental commandments of the religion-was to abandon their faith.
Because the prevailing environment brought this situation about,
they lost hope, becoming weak and vulnerable. This group of Jews
was ignorant of what was going on in Europe, that there were
movements in other lands which considered Jews to be equal to
other citizens. The pitiable conditions under which they lived was
another factor in their disappointment with and detachment from
their ancestral religion.
It is noteworthy that most of those of Jewish ancestry who had
been forced to convert to Islam became Baha'is and were among
the key proselytizers of the religion. According to Solayman Kohan
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in Khorasan who

became Babis were some
of the new Muslims inTorbat-e Haydariyeh. Some of theJews who

Sedegh, the first people

converted to the Baha'i faith told their former coreligionists that
Judaism was like a worn out garment which must be set aside. The
troubled Jews readily accepted these words, and upon abandoning
their religion became hostile toward their former coreligionists. On
the national level, the movement of the Bab and Baha'allah not
only brought on the persecution of followers of the new religion,
but also fanned the flames of anti-Semitism.
During the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah, apart from the spread of
the Bab's movement, Jews were affected by other events, both great
and small. During this period, despite the prevailing despotism, the
need for comprehensive reform in government administration and
social affairs was accepted, and measures were initiated by leading
statesmen. Nonetheless, persecution of Jews persisted, and at times
there was talk of the "Jews'patch" and the "Jews'cap." Thus, the
old principle, whereby if a single Jew committed a minor offense all
Jews were accused of wrongdoing, remained in force. The sworn
testimony of a Jew was inadmissible in court, and, as in the past,
Jewish converts to Islam inherited the estates of their Jewish relatives.
During this period, the Jewish community of Iran had lost contact
with the Jews of other lands. No foreign organizations acted on
behalf of this community. The only links to Judaism beyond Iranian
borders were established by clerics who sometimes travelled in the
capacity of shelifum (religious envoys) from Hebron, Tiberias, Safad,
and Jerusalem to Iran and Afghanistan seeking financial aid from
these far-off communities. In the mid-nineteenth century, four Je*ish brothers were the most celebrated and successful physicians in
Tehran. One of them, Hakim Huq Nazar,'e3 was Muhammad Shah's
private physician and later administered to Mahd-e 'Ulya, the mother
of Nasir al-Din Shah. But they had absolutely no influence on the

'n'The father of the maternal grandmother of the author of this book.
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political and religious affairs of the times that they might intercede
with the court and clerics on behalf of their coreligionists.'ea
Hakim Huq Nazar and his brothers were originally from Khansar
but resided in Tehran. In those times, one of Nasir al-Din Shah's
children died. The king wanted to know who his physician was.
The grand vizier, Haj Mirza Agha Nuri, a supporter of the mullahs
and an antagonist of the Jews, replied that it was Hakim Haq Nazar.
The Jewish physician was arrested and imprisoned. He, who was
innocent in this matter, sent a petition to the king's mother. He
was released and summoned to Niyavaran Palace to receive a robe
of honor. While riding back to Niyavaran on horseback, he encountered the grand vizier Nuri, who was coming from the opposite
direction.
Hakim Huq Nazar was a wealthy man. He erected the Hakim
Synagogue in his neighborhood and opened a school for the Jews
of Tehran, paying all the costs out of pocket. He granted the stipend
given him from the royal pantry to the Muslim students at the
Marv school.
Meanwhile, the Jews of Damavand sent an undated letter to Mullah
Rehamim, the rabbi of Tehran, asking him to intercede on their
behalf because the state wardens were demanding a jizya poll tax of
three tomarn and six qerans per head. Because the people could not
pay such sums, they had fled to the mountains.
Among the other events of Nasir al-Din Shah's time is the incident
which Menashe Manuchehri Mazandarani related to the author in
1945, when he was more than one hundred years old. According to
his account, around the year t864in the town of Bar Forush (presentday Babol), a cleric who was also a sayyid stirred up an anti-Jewish
riot on the pretext that a Jew had stuck his finger in a grocer's vat
of yoghurt, thereby making it unclean. Sixty Jews were killed. Among
those killed was a corpulent Jewish man by the name of Danyal
Mukhtar, whose corpse they broiled in order that they might use
"oEJ, t3.3rz.

396

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

the fat as an unction. For years, "Oil of Danyal the Jew" was a
popular folk remedy in Babol, whose populace was enslaved by
ignorance. In this riot, the mob burned both synagogues and Torahs.
The late Rehamim L.ry"t said that about the year r87t, the enemies
of the Jews shut off water to the Tehran ghetto. The inhabitants
hastily sought a remedy and dug two wells: one at the home of
Yusuf Rehamim,the kadkhoda,ryu and another at the home of Mullah
Abraham Shirazi, the religious leader. In fi75, Mullah Abraham
became the spiritual leader of the Iranian Jews, while the kadkhoda
settled arguments between Jews in the capital and acted as an intermediary between the community and the government. The kadkhoda
was selected by the Jews themselves, and the government accepted
him as their representative. Mullah Abraham-graced with a radiant
visage and long white beard-gradually grew in stature. The people
brought their disputes before him, and the position of kadkhoda
eventually fell by the wayside.

Decline of Judaism in a Decadent Society

Two seemingly unimportant details of the reign of Nasir al-Din
Shah mentioned by Kohan Sedegh illuminate two interesting incidents. The first detail is that a bribe was paid to politicians and
pseudo-mullahs to rescue the Jews, and the second is that the Qajar
court, despite its toleration of the physical and spiritual persecution
of Jews, nonetheless needed the Jews. The court physicians were
either Iranian or European Jews, and the court musicians were
Iranian Jews.
The first incident is this: Toward the end of the reign of Nasir
al-Din Shah, in the vicinity of Khosravi, a member of the Qajar
clan was killed, and, as the killers could not be found, it was decreed
that those persons imprisoned in Tehran should be put to death!
Among those imprisoned were three Jews. The Jews of Tehran im'esRehamim Khodadad Levy (tgff-rq+5) was the author's father.

'nThe title given by the Jews of Iran to their secular leaders.
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mediately brought a precious jewel-encrusted inkwell to Prince Zill
al-Sultan and sought his intercession. Believing it inauspicious to
spill Jewish blood, he secured the freedom of those three persons,
and at dawn the next day, as the prisoners were brought out for
execution, the order was delivered to the head executioner, and the
three Jews were set free.
The second incident is this: Nasir al-Din Shah hosted an elaborate
reception in his court which lasted several days. They brought the
Jewish Davud Kuchek-the best tar player of his time-to the royal
court seven days before Yom Kippur. When the evening before the
great fast arrived and he found himself still at the royal court, he
fled despite the danger and made his way to the synagogue to observe
the religious ceremonies.
There is nothing out of the ordinary in recognizing that while
there were pseudo-mullahs who made killing and persecuting Jews
a profession, there were also conscientious Muslims who respected
the lives and property of Jews. What is extraordinary is that one of
these Muslims was MirzaReza Kermani (Fig. rz), who shot Nasir
al-Din Shah to death. During his interrogation he said:

I

previously had a better opportunity to kill the king. I learned
that the king was in the habit of taking a stroll in the gardens of
one of the nobles.'nt Thus I went to that garden and secreted
myself. The king came, and it would have been very easy to kill
him, and my escape route was open, but I did not kill him because
on that day a number of Jews had come to the gardens for recreation,'eo and if the king were killed and I escaped, the blame
would have been laid at the feet of the Jews who were in the park.
As previously mentioned, during the Qajar period-apart from emigration, compulsory conversions, elevated mortality rates owing to
'e?robably the gardens of Farmanfarma, because the late Farmanfarma
harbored good will toward the Jews and granted them free access to his
gardens.
'e8lt

would seem that it was a Saturday.
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drought, famine, plague, and malaria, all of which were factors in
the decline of the Jewish population of Iran-another important
factor also played a role, namely, voluntary individual conversions
to Islam, Bahaism, and Christianity. Conversion to the first religion
was primarily motivated by the inheritance law, while conversion
to the latter two was the result of proselytization. For this reason,
manyJewish families disintegrated, with members going in opposite
directions. Material poverty played a role in these conversions to
other religions, but the primary reason was spiritual impoverishment
and ignorance of Judaism. In other words, while other religions
had considerable appeal among poor Jews, wealthy families estranged
from the true teachings of Judaism were not safe from this temptation,
either. In order to better understand the social and domestic situation

of the Jews in these times, we will examine the family tree of a
prominent Jewish family of Tehran, some of whose members converted to three other religions (Fig. r:).
We shall consider the family of Hakim Raphael, two of whose
sons, Hakim Huq Nazar and Hakim Musa, were the private physicians
of Nasir al-Din Shah. The family was originally from Khansar."n
These two brothers possessed a written family tree which indicated
that their forefathers for fourteen generations had been doctors. A
member of this family, Hakim Shalom, along with his sister, Sara,
was driven by poverty from Khansar to Tehran. Because of the
inheritance issue, he converted to Islam and adopted the name
Hakim Morteza. Hakim Huq Nazar was a man of faith. On Saturdays
he read the Torah and haftorah in the synagogue. His enemies
poisoned him in the royal court. Hakim Musa, like his brother, was
a taithful Jew and helped the poor, but his children were not interested
in the Jewish faith. Hakim Musa's son, Mirza Nurallah, who went
'eKhansar, Golpayegan, and Hamadan were important centers for the
education of physicians, and Jewish Iranian doctors, who were addressed
by the honorific title "Hakim," came mostly from these cities up until
Qajar times.
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to London to learn English, was proselytized, and became a Christian.
Upon returning to Iran he became the director of a missionary
school. Nurallah's brother, Fayzallah, became a Muslim. Hakim
Musa's other children remained within the fold of Judaism, but
two of his grandchildren, Dr. Lutfallah and Dr. Aristu, became
Baha'is. Thus, while Hakim Raphael's generation remained true to
the foundations of the Jewish faith, these foundations so were weakened by spiritual attacks that three generations later, even in a family
of doctors with a comfortable standard of living, Judaism was weakened, and Islam, Christianity, and Bahaism all gained footholds.
On the whole, the Jewish community of Iran followed a course of
material, spiritual, moral, and religious decline. Because the payment
of bribes to the pseudo-mullahs was one means of escaping death
and persecution, some resorted to hoarding. Familial affections and
friendly sentiments disappeared. Bitter disputes often arose between
associates over minor disagreements and led to feuding between
families. As work opportunities were limited, the "inheritance law"
was the best way to amass wealth. Thus, some converted to Islam to
inherit their relatives' property. It was only the presence of the
Alliance and the hope for a brighter tomorrow late in the reign of
Nasir al-Din Shah that breathed new life into the moribund body
of the Iranian Jewish community.
eiiil+-iii

Among the Jewish poets of Nasir al-Din Shah's time was Mullah
Haim El'azar, the author of lgdal Elohim (n';rrbx brr'). The religious
poems in this book were often recited by Jewish mullahs who read
from the scriptures from dawn to dusk in the homes of the deceased
on the anniversaries of their deaths.
Among the Jewish musicians of the Constitutionalist era forward
was 'Abdallah Khan Asher Ya'qub Yehuda (Khorramiyan), who
had a special regard for religious music. He organized a group of
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vocalists known as "Kol Na'im" (n'v: )riz), who performed religious
anthems in the Ya'qub Davud Synagogue on Friday evenings and
holidays.
The Jews played a crucial role in the preservation of Iranian classical
music. In the late Safavid period, during the reign of Shah Sultan
Husayn-who exchanged the "Keyan crown" for a "grand turban"
and exercised religious extremism-making music was deemed a
satanic act by Iranian Muslims, and no one dared perform in public.
But the Jews, particularly those at Shiraz, secretly safeguarded the
music. From that time through the last years of the Qajar period,
while that kind of thinking was prevalent and outside the royal
court, instrumentalists were reckoned instruments of Satan, the
Jews struggled to preserve Iranian music and gradually returned it
to Iranian Muslims. Confino. the director of the Alliance school at
Shiraz, writes in his 1903 report that in that year there were 6o
female instrumentalists in Shiraz.
Among the accomplished Jewish-Iranian musicians of the Qaja.
period who helped to preserve Iranian classical music for later generations were:

1. Davud Shirazi
2, Isma'il Khan, the son of Davud Shirazi
3. Musa Khan Kashani

4. Rahim Qanuni Shirazi
5. Yahya Zarrinpanjeh
6. Morteza Ney Davud
Musa Khan Kashani was a master of the kamancheh and was chosen
to become a courtier of Zill al-Sultan. Later, Jalal al-Dawlah invited
him toYazd. Musa Khan died in 1939 at the age of 83. Morteza Ney
Davud was also a renowned master during this period.

CrraprBn TwnNrv-Two

Travelers' Viewpoints
TIMES, during the Qajar period foreign travelers
visited Iran and wrote travelogues which sometimes vividly illustrate
the events of the times. Three of these travelers-d'Beth Hillel,
Benjamin II, and Neumark-were Jewish.

As rxr Snpnvro

Benjamin II found at Ispahan in r85o about four hundred Jewish
families, three synagogues, and eight rabbis or hakamim. He also
made there the acquaintance of the vizier Ishmael, a Jewish convert
to Islam, whose Hebrew name was Jekuthiel, and who, a poor
workman s son, rose to high rank. (tu,6'.66o)

Benjamin II writes of the viziership of Isma'il Isfahani during the
reign of Fath 'Ali Shah:
About thirty years ago a poor Jewish jeweller, named Aga Babi,
lived in Ispahan. He had three sons, of whom one, Jekutiel, distinguished himself as a dancer, and the great people of the city were

io delighted with him, that in the dancer they forgot the Jew. At a
large f€te, which was given in the city in honour of the Shah,
Jekutiel was engaged as a dancer, animated by the presence of the
ruler to display the most extraordinary powers of his art, the
young man had the boldness in one of his daring leaps to kiss the
hand of the monarch, who, admiring his talents, kindly excused
his temerity, and induced him to follow him to his court, although
the father of Jekutiel endeavoured by prayers and remonstrances

to keep him back.
The youth grew up under the eyes of his patron the monarch,
and proved, by his fidelity and zeal, that he was worthy of the
favour which had been shewn him. But even at court, surrounded
by flattery and temptation, he never forgot his parentage or his
low origin, and long remained faithful to the faith of his fathers.
The son of the Shah, his friend and companion, whose amusements
he shared, obliged him one day at a feast to partake of forbidden
meat: from this time the favorite offered little resistance to the
wishes of the prince, and soon afterwards embraced the Islam
faith.
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In a short time there was an outbreak at Meshed, to subdue
which the Shah went in person with his army. In his company
was his young friend and servant Jekutiel, who, after going over
to Islamism, had taken the name of Ismael. The town of Meshed
was besieged, but the rebels defended themselves obstinately, and
in a sally put the army of the besiegers to flight. During this
general flight the Shah was deserted by his troops, and left alone
and without shelter: his faithful Ismael alone remained, and both
owed their preservation to the speed of their horses.
When the Shah perceived his faithful servant following him, he
called out to him: ,,Save yourself if you can, and leave me to my
fate."
But Ismael answered: ,,1 will not leave you, oh Master; I
- myself with you, or I will
perish."
will save
The fugitives gained
a wood, in which they wandered about for the space of six days.
The Shah thought they would perish of hunger, but Ismael shared
with him the remains of some biscuit and water. When this slender
store was exhausted, the noble youth mounted his horse and
rode away to seek for food. After a long search, he at length fell in
with a Persian from whom he obtained some bread, and with
that he rode back. But when he arrived at the spot where he had
left the Shah, he was no longer there. In despair he prayed to
God, and rushed through the wood in all directions calling him
by name. At last he found his master, but in a half famished state,
and refreshed him with the bread. Finally on the seventh day, the
two fugitives were discovered by some horsemen, who had been
sent out to the rescue of the Shah.
In consequence of this fidelity and devotion, the Shah, as soon
as he had returned to Teheran raised his favorite Ismael to the
first minister of his kingdom, and this high post he filled with the
greatest zeal up to the death of the Shah. Without becoming
proud, he remembered with love those belonging to him, and
became an unwearied protector of his former brethren in the
faith. When the Shah was near his end, he had his son called to
him, and solemnly recommended to him the minister Ismael as
his friend, his most faithful servant, and most honest adviser; and
he begged the heir of his throne to respect the noble servant as
such and allow him to retain his high office. After the death of
the Shah, envy and jealousy endeavoured to render the minister
an object of suspicion to the young ruler, and to bring him into
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disgrace. An especial event, however, kept him in his high position.
During the change of succession, the town of Ispahan had revolted,

and the young Shah determined to punish it by a demand of
loo,ooo tumauns. For the exaction of this sum he choose Isic] the
minister Ismael, and prornised that if he fulfilled his duty, he
would keep him in his place. In the city an Achund had arranged
a new revolt against the emissaries of the Shah; but with a numerous
army Ismael chastised the rebels, and carried out succesfully [sic]
his diffrcult commission. But in these events he had to mourn the
death of his father and one of his brothers. The instigator of the
rebellion escaped punishment by flight.
These events took place towards the end of the year r85o, shortly
after the time I had left Ispahan and during the time I was at
Teheran.
Ismael still lives at the court of Teheran, but no longer occupies
his former high appointment. In the general esteem and respect
which are paid him, he finds compensation for his fall, and still
endeavours to alleviate the sufferings of his former brethren in
the faith to the extent of his power. As already mentioned, I had

the honour of becoming personally acquainted with the worthy
man, and I owe to his kindness introductions to some influential
men at Teheran, particularly to the Mullahs Ababi and Jacob,
proprietors of a considerable business in jewelry. @enjamin II,
pp. t9z-ry4)

Another Jewish traveler who visited Iran during the reign of Fath
'Ali Shah was Rabbi David d'Beth Hillel. Walter Fischel, the renowned
scholar of Jewish-lranian history and culture, re-published an edited
version of his travelogue, which was first published in 1832. After
passing through Mosul, Baghdad, Sulaymaniyah, and other towns
and villages, d'Beth Hillel entered Iran via Kurdistan. He visited
several cities and towns in Iran and continued on to India to write
about the status of Jews in these places.

404

coMpREHENSTvE HrsroRY oF THE JEws oF rRAN

Extract from the Travelogue of Rabbi David d'Beth Hillel
In his travelogue, d'Beth Hillel writes:
From Sulaimaniya to Bana is three days' journey, the road is over
high hills and forests, with good water on it; travelling is dangerous.
Bana is a small town built on a little mountain; it is on the confines
of the Persian kingdom under the charge of Abbas Mirza. ..There
are about ro families of poor Israelites using the same manners
and language as the Israelites at Bahadina; they have a small synagogue...
From thence I proceeded to Saqqiz, two days' journey on a
good road, having many villages and good water...There are about
r5 families of Israelites using the same manners and customs aS
the Israelites at Bahadina. They have a small synagogue. Some of

them are rich...

From thence I proceeded to Saugh Bulagh, two days' journey
on a straight road having many villages and good water...There
are about z5 families of rich Israelites using the same manners
and language as those at Bahadina. They have a fine synagogue. .
From thence I proceeded to Tasqala, a day's journey on a straight
road. Tasqala is a fine large tower built of large hewn stones, in
the plain which is near the sea of Maragha and Urmiya...In this
plain are many villages...In one of the above villages are about ro
families of poor Israelites using the same manners, language, and
customs as those at Bahadina. .
While I was there, residing in one of the Israelites' houses, one
denominated a Mahometan came, and seeing me, enquired who
I was. They replied, that I came from Judea; then he began to
sing some poetry concerning Moses of which the terminating
words were "Usa lsicl Rabbin." I was astonished at this poetry
and enquired about the man. They told me that he was one of the
caste called Daudiya. I enquired of them what this name meant.
They replied, that they believe in King David and Benjamin. He
was very glad (as he said to me through an interpreter) that he
did not believe in Mahomet but in one God, the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, who appeared to Moses in the bush; and on this
basis is built this poetry which he sung; I understood nothing
about it excepting the terminating words; several of this caste are
in these villages...
.

.
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From thence I proceeded to Urmiya, a day's journey on a straight
road...There are about zoo families of Israelites using the same
manners and languages as the Israelites at Bahadina' They have
three synagoguer,-a.d they are generally rich. Their chief is Mulla
Raphael. He is an old man, very rich and honorable; I was living
in his house.
Two months previous to my arrival there, about six years ago,
an extraordinary circumstance occurred there. A Mahometan child
being missing, the Persians rose up against the Israelites saying
that they had killed him for the sake of having his blood for the
Passover, because it was about five months to that feast. They in
consequence took all the Israelites to the prison, except Mulla
Raphael alone, he being a very old man and much respected by
all the Mahometans. His children, however, were taken prisoners.
One of the Israelites was cloven in two in the gate of the town,
and another was beaten nearly to death. It was a great disaster for
the poor Israelites. .
. ..I myself was afraid to go out into the street lest the Persians
should say that I came to receive the blood to carry it to another
place. One day I was very anxious to go and look over the town
and the markets, so I changed my dress that they should not
know me as a Jew, and I went out. On returning some of them
discovered me and threw stones at me. I ran as fast as possible
until I arrived at home. .
From thence I proceeded to Salmas, two days' journey, viz.,
half a day's journey on the banks of the Maragha Sea'.
There are about roo families of Israelites, using the same manners
and language as the Israelites at Bahadina. They have a fine synagogue ind are very rich people, and considerable merchants. On
these also came the distress of the Urmiya Israelites, so that the
wicked Mahometans said, "Surely it happened to them on account
of the blood of the above child." Some of them fled and some of
them were put in prison, but they were not so fortunate as to be
put to death, or flogged, but got free by means of money.
I have been told by the Israelites who trade to Georgia, Shirvan,
Saki and Daghistan, which means the mountain countries, that
there are about 3oo,ooo Israelites speaking their own languages.
They are very ignorant of the Hebrew language and customs.
.

.

.
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They have not the whole Bible, but only the five books of Moses
and some of the prophets, ..
...1 have been told by many that before the Russians conquered
the above four provinces, they knew nothing about Jesus or Christianity. Therefore, I conceive that they are some of the lost Ten
Tribes. They are very fair; I saw in Constantinople, about seventeen
years ago, a mother and a son, who were brought there to be sold
as slaves; an Israelite bought them and made them free; indeed,
they were very fair and handsome...
From [Salmas] I proceeded to Bashqalah two days' journey
over high hills and through many villages of the Arnalekites. On
arriving by night in one of these villages nobody would receive
me into a house for any coming in, because they knew me to be a
Je*; a.rd the same night was a very cold one, and abundance of
snow had fallen, so that it was impossible to sleep in the street.
After many supplications I gave half a rupee to be allowed to
sleep in a stable among their cattle.
Bashqalah is a very large town built on the top of a mountain,
the whole of which is surrounded with a wall built of large hewn
stones; it is a very ancient building, and in the declivity of the
mountain is a little town of the same name, having fine houses of
hewn stone...There are about zo families of Israelites using the
same manners and languages as the Israelites at Bahadina. They
are mostly rich merchants, and have a small synagogue...
From thence I returned to Saugh Bulagh and proceeded to
Miyandoab, two days' journey on a straight road...There are about
r5 families of Israelites, merchants, using the same manners and
language as the Israelites at Bahadina. They have a neat little
synagogue...

I was told there by an old Israelite, who is their chief, that
about twenty-six years ago [t8or?] the Jews were driven out from
Maraghabecause some evil Mahometans took a Mahometan child
and speared him in his neck, so that the blood ran out, and they
said that the Israelites had done this to use the blood for the
Passover because it was near the time of that feast. Then they
dealt with the Israelites very hardly. The chief of the synagogue
and the servant of it died under the stripes inflicted on them; and
their houses were spoiled and the other Israelites were taken prisoners and sufiflered great hardship.
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...The old man who related me this history is one of those who
were in prison; also he told me that even in Tabriz about thirty-six
years ago all the Israelites who were there were killed, being about
5o families on just such a false accusation, and even now no
Israelites can appear there, as the following circumstances will
prove.

About ten years ago [t8rz?] there came privately three Persian
Israelites, merchants, which when it became known led to a great
tumult raised by the Mahometans who said that they came to
steal the Mahometans' children in order to take their blood. They
were in consequence seized and put in prison, after which they
brought false witness against them to prove that they had sent
away a child, on which judgment was given that they should be
burnt. Even Abbas Mirza could not save them, because he was
afraid of a revolution among the people; but he commanded to
keep them in prison until the third day, when they should be
burnt, and the prison was sealed with his own seal that the peons
themselves might not destroy them. The next day the great mullah
saw in a dream an old man coming to him, having in his hand a
sword, and saying, "lf you do not save the Israelites there will
come a great plague on the town commencing with yourself and
ending with Abbas Mirza, consider then what you will do. "
This he saw nearly with his open eyes; then he rose up by night
with great fear, and as soon as the day broke he went to Abbas
Mirza and related to him this dream. They were both very much
afraid; and Abbas Mirza told him not to declare this to anybody
till it should be determined what to do in this case. After some
hours, he commanded that plenty of wood should be prepared in
the middle of the town, saying that on the next day he would
burn the Israelites. The whole town was very glad at this, and
blessed him saying, "Our king live forever." Then they prepared
wood according to his command; the next night he took with
him ten soldiers and horses and went to the prison and took out
the Israelites. He gave them horses to ride, and the ten soldiers to
take care of them on the road, and clad them like Mahometans,
and sent them away to Hamadan. After that he sealed the prison
door with his own seal, and returned home.
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The next morning all the people collected themselves to burn
the Israelites. Then Abbas Mirza sent some of his off.cers to the
prison to see if his seal was proper; and they went accordingly
and looked over it and found it proper, and brought him word.
Then he sent them again to bring the Israelites to be burnt, but
on opening the prison they found nobody there. Then they were
very rnuch astonished and afraid, and returned to Abbas Mirza
saying that there was no one there. Then he became very angry
with the people, and said that surely these men were righteous, in
that the Lord had done such a great miracle for them, and you
are guilty for raising up against them false witness to destroy
them, but the God of their father Abraham has saved them; then
he fined all the evil reporters and the witnesses. When I arrived at
Hamadan I was told by the Israelites the same story which they
had heard from the three Israelites themselves.
From Miyandoab I proceeded to Garus, five days' journey over
very high mountains...There are about z5 families of Israelites
using the same manners and language as the Israelites at Bahadina.
Some of them are rich merchants, the others are workmen. They
have a small synagogue...
From thence I proceeded to Senna, two days' journey. The
road is mountainous, having many villages and good water on
it...On entering the town the usage is to take three kars from
everyone who is not a Mahometan...

...There are about 3oo families of Israelites using the same
customs and language as the Israelites at Bahadina. Some of them
are rich merchants, and others artificers. They have two small
synagogues. The treasurer of the governor is an Israelite, and he
is their chief...

From thence I proceeded to Qaslan, two days' journey on a
straight road...There are 5 families of Israelites using the same
language and manners as those at Bahadina...
From thence I proceeded to Hamadan, two days' journey on

a

straight road, but a little dangerous. It is a very large but not
fortified town; very fine houses are in it built of hewn stone and
each house had a compound and a stream of water passing through
them. It has a very cold climate.
In the middle of the town is a very high tower, a very ancient
building and is in the Israelites' charge. I have visited it; there is a
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room inside and in it two large boxes of wood, of cunning work,
very curious; they are covered with a cloth; the length of each is
equal to three English yards, the breadth one and a half, and the
height two. In one of these is buried Mordecai, and in the other
Queen Esther. The Israelites say that on the top of it is some
writing in the Armenian language. They say also that the town is
called Hamadan because it is the capital of the cities of Media;
and after that it was given by King Ahashverosh as a gift to Haman;
therefore he changed its name to Hamadan, which means Haman
and Media; and after Haman was killed it was given to Mordecai
and Queen Esther, and they built this tower for their burying
place, Outside the town are two fine palaces, each enclosed with a
low wall for the residency of the governor.
...The governor of it, when I was there, was a son of Abbas
Mirza; and he has a Russian captain, with three hundred Russian
soldiers, who ran away from their land, and they were sent by his
father to teach the other soldiers the art of war. There are about
zoo families of Israelites speaking broken Turkish language; most
of them are doctors and are much honored by the governor and
the nobles. They are very rich, having very fine houses with fine
gardens; some of them are merchants, and some goldsmiths. They
have two large synagogues. They use the same customs as the
Israelites at Bahadina. .
From thence I proceeded to Tuiserkan, a few day's journey on
a road mountainous and stony till you come near the town. About
halfway on the road they are used to take from everyone who is
not a Mahometan two rupees...
The coins, weights, measures, and customs are like those of
Hamadan; the language is all Persian. There are about zo families
of poor Israelites speaking the language of the town...About half
an hour's distance from the town is a little circular tower. The
Israelites say that there is buried the prophet Habakkuk. I went
to visit it; no sepulchre is there, but a little circular tower, an
ancient building. The Israelites told me many stories about it; but
.

I do not find them correct...
From thence I proceeded to Nahavand, two days' journey on a
straight road with rnany villages and good water on it. There are
about zo families of poor native Israelites, using the same manners
and customs as those at Bahadina; they speak Persian...
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From thence I proceeded to Kermanshah, four days' journey,
finding many villages and good water on the road. Near the town
about half a day's journey to it they are accustorned to take two
rupees from everyone who is not a Mahometan.
...There are about 3oo families of Israelites using the same
manners, customs, and language as those at Bahadina. Most of
them are poor, and some are merchants. They have very few
Levites among them, and they have three synagogues.
From thence I proceeded to Zohab, four days' journey. Halfway
on the road are a great many villages of the caste of Daudiya...l
stayed with them for a few days to understand their faith and
customs. They were very much pleased with me, because I told
them that I was an Israelite from Judea They believe in one God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who had appeared to Moses in the
bush; they believe in Moses as a true prophet, and call him Musa
Rabbin, which means "Moses our teacher"; also they believe in
Benjamin the son of Jacob and in King David as true prophets.
They say that there is not more than the skin of an onion between
their faith and that of the Israelites, because they are circumcised
and believe in one God, and in the Old Testament; but they eat
pork and other creatures which are not allowed in the Old Testament, and drink wine.
...In public they call themselves Mahometans, but they marry
only with their own castes. They speak Kurdish.
Bushire is a small town on the coast of the Persian Gulf ; it is a
miserable place with narrow streets and markets, but there are
good houses for travellers and keeping of merchants' goods called
caravanserai, and a very good house where the governor resides.
From April to September it is very hot, and the water is not quite
good...
There are 2oo poor families of Persian Israelites, having three
synagogues; most of them are goldsmiths; they are very badly
treated by the common Mahometans. There are about 5oo families
of Amalekites or Armenians, having their churches; some of them
are very rich merchants, the other artificers; they are ill treated as
are the Jews...The governor of it, when I was there was Sheikh
Abd Ar-Rasul, under the orders of the Shahzadeh of Shiraz, who
is a son of Fath Ali Shah, the King of Persia; this Sheikh Abd
ar-Rasul is a good and kind man.
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From Bushire to Shiraz is seven days' journey. There are about
7oo families of Israelites. Some years ago a number of Israelites
turned Mahometans owing to great oppression from the Mahometans. They are not, however, connected with them in marriage,
but with their own people; and it is the same in many parts of
Persia, where Israelites have become Mahometans by reason of
great oppression. From Shiraz to Isfahan is twelve days' journey,
and there are also 3oo families of Israelites. From Isfahan to Kashan
is eight days' journey. There are about 1oo families of Israelites.
From Kashan to Teheran is four days' journey. This is the residence
of the King of Persia. There are about roo families of Israelites.
From Tehran to Mazandaran is seven days' journey. There are
about 6o families of Israelites. ..
There are many other places in Persia where Israelites reside. I
have not been myself in these above-mentioned places; but I have
been told that there are very few Levites among the Israelites; and
also that the latter in general are very ignorant in the Hebrew
language and customs. I conceive, therefore, that they must be
some of those who did not return with the captivity at the building
of the Second Temple. I have been told also that great numbers
of Israelites were proselytized to Mahometanism by force in some
of the last centuries. (d'Beth Hillel,pp. g4-107)
ri+ +ir+i+

R. David d'Beth Hillel's figures for the Jewish populations of the
towns he visited are more precise than those from other sources.
Although these figures do not account for all of Iran, if we take
them as a representative sample and extrapolate to encompass the
whole of the country, the Jewish population of Iran at the time of
his visit can be estimated at a mere 25,ooo. This in itself is testimony
to the fact that massacres, conversions, and emigration reduced the
Jewish population with increasing rapidity. Sir John Malcolm, who
puts the population of Iran at the beginning of the tgth century at
six million, writes:
The Jews in Persia, who are not numerous, cannot appear in
public, much less perform their religious ceremonies, without

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

4r2

being treated with scorn and contempt by the Mahomedans.
(Malcolm, z:3or).

The plight of Jews during this period can be summarized with a
single sentence from Lutf 'Ali Beg Azar. "They say that should a Jew
remain in Abarqu longer than forty days, he shall not survive."
M.L. Dubeux, who traveled to Iran during the Qajar period, writes,
"Hamadan, the ancient Ecbatana, in r8r8 had about nine thousand
houses and forty to fifty thousand inhabitants Another source
supports this assertion: "In spite of these persecutions there was
still a considerable number of Jewish families at Hamadan at the
beginning of the nineteenth century."'o'But this "considerable number" declined precipitously over the course of twenty years. Flandin,
who was in Hamadan from1839 to t84o, puts the number of Jewish
households at zoo. R. David d'Beth Hitlel also puts the number of
Jewish households at zoo. This remarkable decline from 6oo households in r8r8 to zoo households in 1839 is testimony to the bitter
events of the intervening zr years such as the calamitous Tabriz
incident, the advent of Mullah Agha Baba Shirazi in Tehran, and
the Mashhad riot. The Jewish population declined more than ever,
and the cycle of exile, forced conversion, and massacre continued.
L. Langles, in his note on the state of affairs in then GStt) presentday Iran, estimates the Jewish population of the country at between
30,ooo and 35,ooo.'o'The discrepancy between this figure of 35,ooo
and the above-mentioned estimate of z5,ooo lies in the fact that the
former figure is provided for the middle of Fath 'Ali Shah's reign,
while the latter is for the end of that monarch's rule.
In r85o Benjamin II. found at Shiraz 5oo Jews and nine synagogues,
the chief rabbi being Mulley Israel. Twenty years previously (r83o),
according to the same author, there had been in Shiraz 3,ooo
tooDubeux,

'olr,

p.

26.

6:r88.

'oChardin.

Voyages du Chevalier Chardin en Perse. L. Langlds, ed. , ro'.242.
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Jews, but on account of terrible persecutions, 2,5oo of them embraced Islarn. (tn, tz97)

Overall, the Jewish population of Iran declined by r45,ooo during
the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah: loo,ooo through the ceding of Ceorgia
and the Caucasus and 45,ooo through massacre and emigration.
Selections from the Travelogue of Benjamin

II

Benjamin II sought from 1848 to r85r to follow the trail of the ten
lost tribes in the East. He spent several days in Kermanshah, Hamadan, Yazd, Kashan, Isfahan, Bushehr, and several other Iranian
towns. His travelogue provides details about the Jews of Iran during
the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah. Although the Jews of Iran had sunk
to the level of abject poverty, they were still committed to morality,
learning, and knowledge. This Jewish cleric, whose original name
was Israel Joseph, writes:
A circumstance occurred which led to my being summoned before
the council of the Shah, in order to give my opinion on a rather
lived two brothers,
difficult case;
- it was as follows: In Shiraz
both Rabbis, Mullah Ababi and Mullah Isaac, of whom the former
for some cause became an apostate. He rvas considered one of the
most learned Rabbis in Persia, and obtained access to the court
of the Shah, where he used every means and artifice to establish
himself in the favour of the monarch. By application of passages
in the Bible, the principle of which did not accord with the notions
of the government, he oppressed his former fellow-believers, and
then again offered them his services in order to extort money

from them. Thus he drew their attention to a passage in Deuteronomy, where it is thus written: ,,Thou shalt not lend upon usury
to thy brother; usury of money, usury of victuals, usury of anything
that is lent upon usury. Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon
usury, but unto thy brother thou shalt not lend upon usury."'o'

'orDeuteronomy 23'.zo-21 (Benjamin II's original citation is Deuteronomy 4l9-zo).
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In consequence of this, the Mullahs of Teheran, Mullah Rachmim, the Nassi Aga Ababi, and the first Jews of the town, were
summoned before the highest authorities of the kingdom, and
desired to explain this passage. They, however, said that they
were not learned enough to be able to expound the text, adding,
that in all Persia tliere was no Mullah who could answer this
question; there was, however, a Chacham from Beth-el-Mikdass
in Teheran, who would be able to explain it. By this, they meant
me; and I, as well as several other Jews, received shortly after a
message frorn the authorities, inviting me to appear before them.
I immediately obeyed the summons, presenting on my entrance
a certificate fronr the Russian Arnbassador, with whom I had
deposited my passport, and whose influence was very great, remarking that as an European, I could not subject myself to any
foreign power without the consent of my Ambassador, but that I
was ready to obey the order and considered it an honour to
appear before that high assembly. When the passage alluded to
was placed before me, and my interpretation of it desired, I declared

openly that the exposition of the Mullah Ababi was false, adding,
that in Europe, the youngest scholars, who were at all conversant
with the Bible would understand how to give a better explanation
of the text. My interpretation of the passage was as follows: ,,Thou
shalt take no usury from thy brother whoever he may be!" for the
Bible says: ,,Take thou no usury of him or increase: but fear thy
God; that thy brother may live with thee,"'ooand further it says:
,,unto a stranger thou mayest give interest, but thou shalt not
lend upon usury."
J[g assembly received this exposition with
satisfaction. I then remarked that in Europe it was the custom to
draw up a protocol in writing respecting such discussions; to
which they replied that the whole affair was not worth the trouble.
The whole discussion, which lasted about half an hour, was interpreted by the dragoman Mullah Jacob. When the meeting was
dissolved, I was asked if I knew the Baron von Rothschild; they
had heard that there was a family in Europe of that name which
were very rich and much esteemed by all European monarchs. If
this family were really so powerful, why did they not come to the
relief of their fellolv-believers?
I answered that I only knew

-

'o{-eviticus

z5'36,
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personally the Baron von Rothschild, who, in the year t845, lived
in Vienna. Besides, in Europe it was not known in what a wretched
condition our brethren lived here: for there their lot was a much
Witfr this, the meeting broke up.'ot
better one.
- months' stay in the chief town Teheran, where I
After a three
had several unpleasant affairs with the above-mentioned apostate,

which, however, were not attended with any bad results for
I began my journey to Hamadan...
By- the advice of the Russian consul, I assumed the Russian
national costume; for Russia exercises in this country an almost

-me,

magical power...'oo

Elsewhere in his travelogue, Benjamin II writes:
Ispahan is the greatest city in the kingdom of Persia. The perfectly
beautiful situation, the rich and luxuriant vegetation, the abundance and beauty of which pen scarcely can describe, offer food
enough for reflection and admiration to the traveller, and awakened
in me the remembrance of the magnificent regions of the East.
About 4oo Jewish families live in the city, they possess 3 synagogues
and 8 Mullahs (Chacham) ...'o'
...The Jewish community in Kashan numbers r8o families, who
live in a state of dreadful oppression. . .'o8
...A Jewish community of r5o families dwell fin Yazd], and
they too languish under the yoke of the most ignominious oppression

In the capital of Persia [Tehran] live about 5oo Jewish families;
they possess eight synagogues and have several Mullahs. Their
social condition is also considerably better than those of the Jews
in the provinces. . . t'o

'otpp. r99-2oo.
'o6p. zoz.

'o'p.tgt. Here, in a footnote Benjamin II adds, "Benjamin of Tudela
p. 82 speaks of r5,ooo Jews."

'otp.t96.
'onp.t98.

"b't98.
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Hamadan, the former summer-residence of the Persian Shah,
is a town of great importance to the kingdom on account of its
trade. The Jewish community, which consists of about 5oo families,
have three synagogues and three Mullahs. The Nassi of the com-

munity is Mullah Eliahu."'
...Four days' journey from Hamadan lies Karmanshah, where
reside about 4o Jewish families.'''
Regarding Shiraz, Benjamin II writes:

Only about twenty years since, nearly 3ooo Jews"3 lived in this
once magnificent and flourishing city. By persecutions, oppressions, and odium of all kinds more than 25oo of them were compelled to go over to the Mussulman sect of Ali. Although outwardly
apostate, a great number of these families still preserve in their
hearts the faith of their fathers, and even find means of having
their children circumcised in secret. Nine synagogues in the town
testify the former greatness of the Jewish community; now unfortunately, they are almost all laid waste. The Jews of Shiraz speak
the Hebrew language, almost like the Askenasim (german [sic]
Jews).

On my arrival I found the town in a state of ferment and revolt
consequence of a change of government in Teheran. Fierce
combats took place in the streets, and it was not until the evening
that the tumult was calmed. The vice-consul received me into his
house, and gave rne a safe escort to the Nassi, Mullah Israel. This
Nassi, a venerable old man, received me with the greatest kindness,
and according to Eastern custom, gave me an hospitable shelter,

in

and I lodged with his son Isaac.
My presence had quickly become known among the brethren
of the faith, and I was soon visited by the leading members. From
morning until night I was in request, my advice and help asked
in many matters, and my opinions regarded as oracles. One day

my room became gradually filled with women all wearing white
veils, who, one after another, introduced themselves to me. As
"tp.uo4.

t"p.,o5.
"3Here, Benjamin

II in a footnote adds, "Benjamin of Tudela

speaks of ro,ooo Jews."

p.82
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the Jewish women are allowed only to wear black veils, in order

to distinguish them from others, this visit disquieted me, for I
was imagined the house might be attacked by insurgents. I was,
however, pacified when they told me that all these women belonged
to the families who had been compelled to embrace the faith of
Islam, but who in secret adhered to the faith of their fathers. My

visitors lifted their veils, and kissed my forehead and hand. I
addressed some words to them on their apostacy Isic], whereupon
the women wept bitterly. One of the men present came forward
and said: ,,Our brethren know under what fearful circumstances
we were compelled to apostatise: we did it to save ourselves from
tyranny and death. We acknowledge, however, that, notwithstanding our apparent apostacy Isic], we still cling with all our hearts
to the faith of our fathers, and this we testify by our presence
here this day; for if it were known, we should certainly all be
These words much affected me; I tried to console them
lost!"
- ,,Have patience, my brethren; and continue to put your
and said.
confidence in God. Perhaps the monarchs of Europe, under whose
protection your brethren live happily, may be able to alleviate
your misfortunes, and rnay place noble rulers on the throne of
Persia, who will loosen your bonds, and allow you freely and
openly to avow your belief. "
Another day the leader of the rebels came to the Nassi, in order
to force on him a new tax. When he perceived me there, he asked
who I was, to which the Nassi replied: ,,He is a Chacham from
Beth-el-Mikdass." Hardly had the Persian heard this, when he
addressed me in the following words: ,,1 have been told that the
Chachamim of that town are very learned, and understand in
particular the art of making amulets; make one for me to protect
At first I wished to disclaim this honour, but my
me in war. "
scruples vanished at the sight of his blood-stained yatagan
(xymetar), and I promised to satisfy his wish on the following
day. I set to work, but as I would not profane our sacred customs
by this superstition, I turned over irresolutely the leaves of my
Bible, and at length came upon the history of Esther. I took the
names of the ten sons of Haman, by means of letters joined them
into sentences, and in the form of cabalistic amulets wrote them
on a square piece of parchment. This I gave to the Persian,
and I told him at the
who expressed great joy on receiving it,

-

4t7
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same time that the amulet would only be of use to him as long as

he was courageous and brave. Two days later this Persian took
part in a combat of the insurgents against the troops, in which
the latter were worsted: he now believed firmly in the power of
my amulet, brought me presents, and proclaimed that I was a
man of God, because my amulet had been so effective. This little
affair obtained for me no little consideration."a

Concerning his journey to Shiraz, Benjamin

II writes.

During the journey I also was often exposed to personal danger,
in which I owed my preservation to the Caravan-Baschi fcaravan
Every morning
leader], who had pledged himself for my safety.
at daybreak I retired before the caravan proceeded on its way, in
order to pray. This was remarked, and one day, when I was on
the point of putting on my Tephilim (phylacteries) in preparation
for prayer, I heard with terror the words: ,,AJew is among us!"
I turned round; a Persian pointed his gun at me and fired, but
-the bullet whistled by me. The Caravan-Baschi, who with many
others had run to the spot, wrested the weapon from the hands
of the perpetrator, who cried out in a rage: ,,A Jew is daring to
do you know he is a Jew?"
contaminate our companyl"
- ,,How
asked the Baschi. ,,Because I have seen him pray and put on his
sandals!" The Baschi turned pale, but immediately answered: ,,Perhaps you are mistaken; but be it as it may, Jew or Mussulman, I
answer for his safety with my head, and must deliver him up
Nobody
unharmed at the house of the vice-consul of Shiraz."
- for they
ventured to dispute the authority of the commander,
were all too much accustomed to obey. This quieted the disturbance, and the affair was soon forgotten..."5
Throughout Persia the Jews are obliged to live in a part of the
town separated from the other inhabitants; for they are considered
as unclean creatures, who bring contamination with their intercourse and presence... If aJew is recognized in the streets, he is
subjected to the greatest insults. The passers-by spit in his face,
and sometimes beat him so unmercifully, that he falls to the
ground, and is obliged to be carried home... Sometimes the Per"opp.184-86.

"tpp. r8z-83.
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sians intrude into the dwellings of the Jews and take possession
of whatever pleases them. Should the owner make the least opposition in defence of his property, he incurs the danger of atoning
for it with his life... If...a Jew shows himself in the street during
the three days of the Katel feast (feast of mourning for the death

of the Persian founder of the religion of Ali) he is sure to

be

rnurdered,..''o
The Jewish doctors are likewise rnuch sought after, and exercise
great influence over the first people of the kingdom, which they
nobly turn to the advantage of their oppressed brethren. Thus are

fulfilled the sublime words of the scriptures when it is written:
,,And yet for all that, when tliey be in ttre land of their ennemies
lsic], I will not cast them away, neither will I abhor them, to
destroy them utterly, and to break my convenant [slc] with them:
for I am the Lord their God. " "t
ri+.irri+

Cobineau, the French ambassador to the Iranian court, wrote of
that period:
The Jews do not rnerit so much disdain. The majority, in truth,
occupy themselves solely with material concerns and appear to

let themselves go outwardly. This dilapidated appearance and
clothing has gained them no sympathy or esteem anywhere. But
one finds in them in Asia as elsewhere this moral strength, this
religious pride, which elevates them and lets them survive so
many catastrophes, and that is combined with a lively preoccupation, amongst some of them, with their dogmas, their books, and
their sciences...The Jews have doctors some of whom are very
learned in the Talmud and philosophy. I was truly astonished the
day one of these erudite men spoke witli me admiringly of Spinoza
and asked me for clarifications on Kant's doctrine. These names,
these ideas, and rays of other ideas which one would expect to be
unknown reach them in books which they import especially from
Cermany via Baghdad. (Gobineau , Les Religions et
PP. 6+-i)
2r6

pp. 211-13.
"/Leviticus z6:44.

les

philosophies,
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Although the religious ceremonies of the Jews do not include days
of ritual mourning and only one day of the year-that which marks
the loss of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem-is dedicated to sorrow,
on account of both the many afflictions they suffered and a national
environment which nurtured lamentation, they embraced ritual
rnourning. Gobineau writes concerning this:
...I must add that this passion for drama is not restricted to
Muslims: it has also affected the Jews. Actually, they dare not
perform their productions; they fear that they will be accused of
parodying the ta'ziyehs [passion plays] of the Imams, but they
write them. They write them in verse, as do the Persian poets;
they write them in the language of the Gemara, read them with
passion, and add to them daily, incessantly writing on new subjects.
Thus it is that they especially love to hear, at this time, a poet
reading at one of their assemblies, whether it be from The Ruin of
Jerusalem, The Burning of the Pentateuch by the emperor Aposthoumos (Posthumus), The Massacre of 80,000 Youths by the Christians, or The Death of Zecharia, the subjects are very numerous. I
have not seen any of these plays, thus I am unable to comment
on their merit. I only make reference to their existence to demonstrate how strong and contagious is the Persian passion for drama,
as it is communicated from them to the Jews who live in their
territory. It must be added, moreover, to preclude any error, that
these Jews are almost all the descendants of proselytes, and that
there are extremely few families in Iran who are actually descended
from the Hebrews. (Gobineau, Les Religions et les philosophies,

p 456)

Henry A. Stern, who visited Shiraz in 1849, writes that during his
visit many of the silk merchants in the bazaar were agents for people
who had apostatized from Judaism.
Stern describes the condition of the Shiraz Jews as miserable in
the extreme. He says, with a touch of partiality particular to missionaries: "Their domestic life differs little from that of their neighbors. Early marriages are the chief source of their miserable condition. Their occupations are generally mean and sordid, such as
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hawking, telling fortunes, writing fictitious amulets, and keeping
secret taverns, the latter bring their main support. " (J", tt'.297)

Dr. Jakob Eduard Polak, who served as Nasir al-Din Shah's physician
for six years beginning in 1855, not only looked into the status of
the Jews of Hamadan, which was the king's summer residence, but
also researched Jewish life. This exceptional man, who played a key
role in changing social conditions for IranianJews and will be further
discussed in the chapter on the Alliance israelite universelle (p. 45r) ,
wrote of the Jews at Hamadan:
The Jews earn their living by all kinds of gold- and silver-work, in
which they are as clever as the Caucasians; by glass-cutting, silkweaving, dealing in old clothes and in skins. Many of them are
masons, blacksmiths, tailors, and shoemakers; some practise medicine, which they study according to the works of Avicenna, who
is buried at Hamadan. They live under great difficulties, because
they are considered as outcasts; they are constantly exposed to
the caprices of the governor, who uses every pretext to plunder
them....Should a Jew appear in the street dressed decently, or on
horseback, the spectators are indignant at him for daring to appear
like a true believer. Should he, on the contrary, be dressed miserably, he is followed by a crowd of young rascals, who throw mud
and stones at him. (Polak, Archives israelites,r865, p. 44o ff, quoted
in Jn,6:r88)

Note on the Travelogue of Ephraim Neumark
Neumark's travelogue quotes Dr. Polak as having said:
Near Hamadan, I met two travelers who had come from Jerusalem
and were on their way to India to collect donations. One was
from Hungary and the other was born in Greece, but both resided
in Jerusalem. The Greek in addition to his mother tongue also
spoke fluent Italian, Arabic, Turkish, and Hebrew. They were
going to visit the cities of Samarqand, Bokhara, Qandahar, Herat,
and Balkh. Their route was dangerous.
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Polak states:

In

1854, a Jew from Jerusalem came to Tehran to collect financial
donations. In answer to rny question regarding his further travel
plans, he replied that he was going to Turkistan and Afghanistan.
When I warned him of ttre dangers which face European travelers
there and of the murder of Stoddart and Conelly [sic] , he continued
"My travel is diffrcult only in Persia, where I must pay a toll to
pass each city; as soon as I have passed the borders, I find a Jew of
one tribe or another who guides me perfectly safely to the next

place. I speak from experience, as I have made the same trip once
before. " When I saw him two years later, it was with little money,
though safely returned to Teliran. (Polak, r:z+)

Ephraim Neumark (b. 186o) moved to the Holy Land as a child
with his parents. But at the age of 23, he traveled from Tiberias
through Syria, Kurdistan, Iraq, and Iran to Afghanistan. After his
three-year voyage, he wrote his travelogue, Masa be-erets ha-kedem
(or;z;r FlNf tloD), which has been used by many leading researchers
of Jewish society."t The following is an extract from his account of
the Jews of Iran:
The mass emigration of Iranian

Je'uvs

to Jerusalem began two

years before the Bilu"e emigrations. The Jews of Shiraz in particular

were eager to emigrate. Two-thirds of the emigres were Shirazis.
The wave of emigration which had been set in motion did not
subside. In r89t, the Persian-speaking poet Mullah Haim El'azar
set out with a group for Jerusalem by way of Mazandaran and
Russia.

"oE1, rz'.ror5.

"nBilu 0)':) is an acronym derived from the initial four letters of the
Hebrew "Bayt Yaqub Lekho Vanelklia" (x:):r l)):pu'n'f), meaning "O
house of Jacob, come ye, and let us walk. . . " (lsaiah z:5). The Bilu movement
was founded by young Russian Jews

in r88r, in the aftermath of the bloody
Russian pogroms, to promote emigration to Eretz Israel. It unleashed a
wave of emigration by Russian and Eastern European Jews to the land of
their forefathers.
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After the Shirazis, the Tehranis were the second most important
group who headed for Jerusalem at the behest of religious off,cials.
Sotrle also went to Jerusalem from Kashan,Isfahan, and Hamadan.
In Iran, they do not purchase bread or other foodstuffs from
Jews, and should a Jew wish to purchase from a Muslim, he must
point to the product he wishes to purchase from a distance. The
Jew who becomes a Muslim may-backed by the testimony of
several illiterate persons-claim that any deceased Jew is his relative
and in this manner take possession of all his property. The local
governors treat the Jews as a master treats a slave, and perhary it
is for this reason that they call him the "Lord of theJews." The

jizya tax which the Jews must pay the king's representative are
collected from within the community, and the burden is divided
according to the individual members' ability to pay. If the "Lord
of the Jews" is not satisfied with the collected sum, he expropriates
Jewish property. The Jews' only hope is their doctors, who are
known by the title hakim. These doctors are the only ones who
are allowed to ride on horseback and are permitted to visit the
nobles' sick. Jews who know something of the Hebrew language
and Syriac script are called Mullahs and wear a white kerchief on
their heads.
Christian missionaries established a school at Hamadan [r88:?].
They teach Jewish children free of charge and gradually draw
them to their religion. Of 8oo Jewish families, 15o became Baha'is.
They have three synagogues. Among their leaders are Haji Meir
El'azar and Hakim Abraham Shofet.
Tehran has a thousand Jewish families and eleven synagogues.
Unlike Hamadan, the new religion has not created a great division
amongst them. In the capital, seven Jewish leaders run the community's affairs. In fi6, when the king returned from his travels
to Europe, he set aside a portion of the Tehran bazaar (Sara-ye
Amir), for the Jews to conduct business. But to this day only two
Jews have gone there. Infi79, the Americans opened a missionary
school for Jews under the direction of Dr. Thaddeus. In order to
attract them, they offered free treatment for the ill. Ten years
later, a missionary school was established to proselytize the Jews
of Isfahan.
The language of the Jews dififlers from city to city. In Mashhad,
the Jewish converts to Islam marry amongst themselves. The Jews
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of Yazd bake bread in their homes, but the Jews of other towns
buy from bakeries. The living conditions of Iranian Jews are even
worse than in Arabia. They cover their floors with old rugs and
straw mats. Only a few have new carpets. In Hamadan merchants
and physicians wear fur caPs.
With the exception of Mashhad,"oJews are not allowed to enter
the baths in the cities of Iran. They are obliged to use separate
baths. Generally the Jews of Iran are not craftsmen. They do not
know cobbling and tailoring. Children are very poorly educated.
Schooling, should there be any, is limited to the reading of the
weekly parashah by the local mullah. Only in Yazd do children so
much as learn from the Talmud. In 1833, toward the end of the
reign of Fath 'Ali Shah, Mulla Ya'qub Yazdi succeeded in teaching
several students to read the Torah in Hamadan.
Three hundred Jewish families live in Herat, most of whom
fled from Mashhad. Kerman has a few Jews. Six families who
emigrated from Qazvin reside in Kabul. The Jews of Bokhara are
from Balkh and Sabzevar.

Neumark documents the size of the Jewish population as follows:
Kankavar

15

Tuserkan

15

Borujerd
Hamadan
Tehran
Kerman..
Mashhad

.......80
..... (800 families) 5,000

,.. (1,000 families) 6,000
.... 30
(400 families) 2,400

Without indicating the size of the populations, he also mentions
the following cities and towns with Jewish populations: Damavand,
Bar Forush (Babol), Kashan, Isfahan, Golpayegan, Khansar,Yazd,
Bushehr, Sanandaj, Bijar, Savoj Bolagh, Orumiyeh, Makhes, Beshqelan, and Salmas.
"T{ere, he is referring to the Jews of Mashhad who converted to Islam.
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Neumark also mentions cities which had had Jewish populations
several decades earlier but where no Jews remained: Shushtar, Qazvin,
Tabriz, Rasht, and Sabzevaf . Anti-Semitic massacres and persecutions were so great in those towns that no Jews survived'
+i+ +i+

iii

Lord Curzon writes of the conditions facing the Jews of Iran toward
the end of the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah:
.. . [The population of Yazd includes] a variety of elements, there
being a iewish population now calculated at 2,ooo (they are distinguished by being obliged to wear a patch in front of their
coalts)...the [Zoroastrians'] numbers have been variously reported
as from 3,5o; to 7,ooo at different periods in the century..."'
...In r8Z8 a careful census was made by the then governor lof
Kerman], which showed'..85 Jews.. '"'
The cipital [Tehran] is said to contain about 4'ooo Jews, possessing ten synagogues and several schools, and engaged for the
most part inttud., as dealers, vintners, and physicians. Here, as
elsewhere in Persia, the Jews are obliged to walk circumspectly;
but they are not subject to the outbreaks of religious fanaticism
which sometimes occur farther south, in the more bigoted atmosphere of Isfahan and Shiraz'"3
...There has for long been a considerable number of Jews resident
in Barfurush, where they are engaged in retail trade' A furious
outbreak against them took place in 1866 and is recorded by
Mounsey. It was suppressed by the vigorous action of the Shah;
but pubiic opinion prevented him from inflicting condign punishment uPon the authors.'"'

"tz'.24o-4t.
"'2'.244 footnote.
t"r';33.
"at:380.

Crraprnn TwnNrv-THREE
Tabri z, Mashhad, and Tehran
DunrNc rHe QerAR pERIoo, Jews throughout Iran were plagued by
the demon of anti-Semitic persecutions and massacres. But the persecutions were particularly harsh in three cities: Tabriz, Mashhad,
and Tehran. In Tabriz, mass executions turned the soil red; in Mashhad, after a terrible riot, the Jews apostatized and sat in mourning,
and in Tehran terrifying scenes steadily made life bitter for the
Jews.

The Bloody Tabriz Incident
Travelers who visited Tabriz before the Qajar period mentioned the
Jews of Tabriz and observed that some were scholars. Eugbne Flandin,
who visited Tabrtz in r84o, writes:
The population of Tabriz is no longer five hundred thousand
souls, as it was at the time that Chardin visited it two hundred
years ago; it has been reduced to at most one hundred fifty thousand, and is comprised of Muslims and Armenians. (Flandin,

r.ve)
The Jews of this city had decreased in number after the time of
Chazan Khan and Muhammad Khodabandeh and virtually disappeared during Safavid times. But they were once again drawn to the
city because of its centrality to commerce, and by the beginning of
the Qajar period, approximately 7,ooo Jews lived in Tabriz.
As the kingdom declined under Qajar rule, a great calamity befell
the Jews of Tabriz. Mullah Agha Baba Damavandi, who might be
considered an ambulatory history book, placed the timing of this
inauspicious event at one year before the great plague which broke
out during the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah. As this plague occurred in
r83r, consequently the massacre of Jews at Tabriz must have taken
place in r83o. But this date cannot be accepted as definitive. The
massacre of the Jews of Tabriz very likely occurred early in the
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reign of Agha Muhammad Khan. R. David d'Beth Hillel refers to a
massacre of the Jews of Tabriz prior to this date: "When David
d'Beth Hillel visited Persia in 1828, the Jewish community in Tabriz
had already ceased to exist.""5 The Bulletin of the Alliance isradlite
universelle, no. z7 Q9o) supports the gist of Mullah Agha Baba's
story. Based upon the former written history and the latter oral
history, the Tabriz incident can be summarized as follows:
In the initial years of the Quju. dynasty, many Jewish and Christian
merchants lived in Tabriz. A Jewish merchant who was more successful than others in his business and who had therefore amassed a
greater fortune than others, came to be admired and respected among
the Muslin-rs. This merchant-who had twelve clerks and workers
in his employ-on account of the admiration and respect he had
gained in the Muslim community of Tabriz, aroused the jealousy of
his Christian counterparts, and they sought to eliminate him as a
competitor. One of his clerks was a Christian named Richard. Several
men who were enemies of the Jews manipulated Richard. They
killed a child (whom they may also have raped), and in the middle
of the night, with Richard's help, hid the innocent child's corpse in
the Jewish merchant's warehouse.
The next day, heralds cried out through the city and a search for
the child was begun. Richard remained silent for three days. On the
fourth day, prodded by the Jewish merchant's competitors, he went
before the governor and falsely alleged that the Jewish merchant
had killed the child and had asked him to remain silent. The governor
believed him, and set out for the place where the child's body was
hidden. The child was from a prominent family, and according to
Mullah Agha Baba, his father was a Muslim religious scholar. There
was no trial and no conviction. The accusation was accepted without
question, and precipitated a hellish outcome."u
"5n1, t1594.

"olhe accusation of having killed a non-Jewish child was one of the
most effective tactics employed against the Jews during the European
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The bigoted populace saw red. They immediately set upon the
Jewish ghetto and began killing innocent Jews who were unaware
of the ill-omened rumor spreading through the city. The killing
continued unabated. Cleavers, daggers, poniards, and broadswords
circled in the air and were planted in the bodies of Jewish men and
women, young and old. The bloodthirsty murderers planted poniards
in the ground and threw young Jewish children into the air in such
a manner that they fell upon and were impaled by the sharp blades.
Some in the mob wanted to spare the life of a handsome seventeenyear-old named Yahya. They told him to convert to Islam. When
he refused, they cut him to pieces. They butchered the Jews and
piled up their corpses. Those who managed to hide either fled the
city shortly thereafter or perished in the plague which beset Tabriz.
For many years, no Jews lived in Tabriz.
Based on the accounts handed down to him, Mullah Agha Baba
said that after Tabrrz, the assault against the Jews spread to other
cities of Azerbaijan. The Jews of Ardabil and Zanjan were also massacred, and no Jews remained in those cities. The old cemetery at
Ardabil provides testimony that many Jews once lived in the city.
The storm did not easily subside, and for several years the Jews of
Azerbaijan were accused of infanticide. Those who survived mostly
made their way to the Caucasus, while a few went to Tehran They
went to the Caucasus because they spoke Turkish and did not know
Persian. Moreover, the Caucasus, which had been ceded to Russia
during the reign of Fath 'Ali Shah, was viewed as a sanctuary by
Jews seeking to escape their crude Azerbaijani persecutors. This
plight brings to mind the saying, "In hell, there are snakes such as
will drive a man to seek refuge with vipers.""7 Indeed, before the
October Revolution of L9r7, the Russian government was one of the
primary instigators of anti-Semitic atrocities. The Bullefin of the
Dark Ages, and it was bestowed as a legacy upon the Iranians in Safavid
times. Simple and illiterate Iranians were duped by it.
ttTTN:
Persian: , g o'r:, .r,r I c .s,i;*> ,l grT nf ;*'o t'o;'u a^4-- ;-:.
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Alliance israelite universelle and Mullah Agha Baba both state that
afterwards, the people of Tabriz repented of their deed and considered
the deadly plague which spread throughout the city as divine punishment for the killing of innocent Jews.
The plague of t83r, which began in Azerbaijan, spread throughout
all Iran. Lord Curzon writes of Shushtar during these times:
...Depopulated, and all but destroyed by a severe plague in l83r-2,
which carried offnearly 20,ooo souls, and attacked by the cholera
afterwards, it was superceded as the provincial capital by Dizful,
and has never rallied since.
...Among all writers there has been an absolute consensus of
opinion that this fall of a once famous and inherently wealthy
place has been due far less to visitations of nature than to the
shameful iniquity and oppressions of the Persian Governors who
have successively been deputed to this remote province, and have
combined the rapacity of a Verres with the cruelty of an Alva.
(Curzon, z'.165-6)

In Khuzestan the plague "...killed

a great many Arabs and Persians

there, and many settlements became uninhabited and fell into ruins.""8 It can be concluded that during this period no Jews survived
in Khuzestan, as they were wiped out by contagion on the one
hand and persecutions on the other.
In any event, from the time of the massacre of the Jews of Azerbaijan
early in the Qajar period forward, no Jews chose to live in Tabriz,
Ardabil, or any other towns of the region. Itzhak Ben-Zvi believes
that the baiting and massacre of the Jews of Salmas also occurred
during these times."e Solayman Kohan Sedegh writes:
They say that when Muhamrnad Shah died and Nasir al-Din
Shah came from Tabnz to Tehran, the Jews of Tehran went out
to greet him. At that time, Mullah Rehamim was the religious
leader.'3o He and Yusuf Kadkhoda led the community, and in
t'8Kasravi,

p. rzo.

"eBen-Zvi,pp. rt7-19.
'3oMullah Rehamim was the spiritual leader of the Jewish community
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order to show respect to the king, they brought a great Torah
with thern. When the king learned that the Jews had also come
out, he was surprised because throughout the entire period of his
residence at Tabriz, upon entering many cities such as Zanjan,
when people had come out to greet him he had not heard the
name of a single Jew.

The Mashhad Riot
Mashhad was not spared the wave of destruction which effaced the
Jewish communities of Tabrrz,Reza'iyeh, Orumiyeh, and other cities
of Azerbaijan during the Qajar period. On a Muslim religious holiday
in March 1839, a group of fanatics, incited by a spurious accusation,
attacked the Jewish ghetto, set fire to the synagogues and burned
the Torahs. Had not Islamic religious leaders intervened and promised the rioters that all of the Jews of Mashhad would convert to
Islam, not a single Jew would have survived. Wittr this compulsory
conversion, the Jewish community of Mashhad officially ceased to
exist, and the former Jews became known in Persian as jadid al-islam
(new to Islam), ot jadidis for short. However, as soon as the flames
of upheaval had subsided, some Mashhadi Jews secretly observed
their religious laws and ceremonies. Behind the mourning of the
Jews of Mashhad lay hidden a steadfast faith which kept the Judaism
of many alive. They were only Muslims outwardly. Although some
of their leaders at the behest of Islamic religious leaders made the
pilgrimage to Mecca to prove their newfound faith, they did not
forget their former faith. Compulsory conversion compelled the
Jewish "new-Muslims" of Mashhad to migrate to other cities.
A wave of emigration toward the east and west began. The jadidis
fled to Herat and other cities of Afghanistan, to Turkestan, Samarey established new neighborhoods or exq

in Tehran from the beginning of Nasir al-Din Shah's reign until

186o.

When the original text of the present book was being written, the synagogue
of Mullah Rehamim still stood in the Jewish quarter of Tehran, next to
the former house of Ezra Ya'qub Kohan.
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panded existing Jewish ghettos. Some migrated as far as Bombay,
London, Jerusalem, and other far-off cities. Jerusalem proved the
best and most receptive home for the jadidis of Mashhad, and they
built two of their own synagogues there. The attraction to Jerusalem
was unstoppable . Jadidi immigration to the Holy City continued
under the British mandate and reached its peak with the establishment of the state of Israel.
It is not clear precisely how many of the new-Muslims of Mashhad
remained in the city. What is clear is that up until the time that the
descendants of the jadidis emigrated to Israel, like other anusimin
Jewish history, they secretly prayed and observed Jewish religious
ceremonies while outwardly observing Islamic traditions. Some descendants of the Mashhad jadidrs went to Tehran, where they established their own synagogue. The unity, fraternity, and solidarity of
the Jews of Mashhad, who spent years in spiritual captivity, seems
incredible. They maintained their faith for three to four generations,
that is, more than 13o years, and one of the formeriddidisof Mashhad,
Mordekhai Zar (b. rgra), who like his mother and father lived a
dual religious life in his youth, was elected as a Labour Party member
of the Knesset in 196r.'r'
Nineteenth-century travelers such as Wolff, Vdmb6ry, and Neumark maintain that most of the Jews of Afghanistan were descended
from Jews who had fled from Mashhad. These Jews acknowledge
that their forefathers lived in Mashhad, but that as a result of persecutions and massacres they were forced to flee to Afghanistan. The
Afghan Jews do not speak Pashto, but rather their language is influenced by the Persian dialect of the Jews of Mashhad. It is in this
same Persian dialect that talented Jewish Afghan poets have written.
The Jewish Afghans' attachment to the Persian language and literature became clear when they came to Israel and published books
in their language.'r'
'3'E1, rr:r399.

- EJ, 2.327.
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The Mashhad riot took place during the reign of Muhammad
Shah Qajar. The spark which kindled the conflagration is described
by Neumark. Before recounting the story of this event, it must be
stipulated that it is not be construed as the primary cause of the
Mashhad riot. The contaminated social environment of Mashhad
was a ready host for the microbes of a deadly social illness. The

incident which reportedly precipitated the riot and about which
there is little room for doubt was merely a pretext for the acts of
malicious hooligans. On the r3th day of the month of Nisan, 5599,'33
"physiaJewish woman who had a sore hand consulted an illiterate
cian" who advised her to kill a dog and daub its blood on her hand.
The woman's husband lured a stray dog into their house, but he
did not have the heart to kill it. He sought help, and invited a
Muslim passerby into his house, where he killed the dog. They
argued about the fee which he should be paid for killing the dog. As
fate would have it, that day happened to coincide with an Islamic
holiday. The Muslim, realizing that he was not going to receive the
sum that he desired, left the house and proclaimed, "Come ye Muslims! For the Jews are sacrificing dogsl'r+"
The "Muslims" set upon the Jewish ghetto, and all hell broke
loose. They killed fifty Jews, vandalized the synagogues, and burned
the Torahs. The killing, plunder, and destruction continued until
evening. Then, through the intervention of several Islamic religious
leaders, the rioters agreed to stop the killing on the condition that
all of the Jews should become Muslims. The following day, the
ceremonies by which the Jews of Mashhad formally converted to
Islam began. Neumark writes that apart from a group which fled to
Herat and Tehran, a number also remained in the city and gradually
lost their Jewish identity.

'3hN: Thursday, z8 March 1839.
'3aDogs are considered unclean in the Islamic religion.
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Lord Curzon, quoting Wolff, describes the incident thus:
The occasion was as follows: A poor woman had a sore hand. A
Mussulman physician advised her to kill a dog and put her hand
in the blood of it. She did so; when suddenly the whole population
rose and said that they had done it in derision of their prophet.
Thirty-five Jews were killed in a few minutes; the rest, struck with
terror, became Mohammedans. They are now more zealous Jews
in secret than ever, but call themselves Anusim, the Compelled
Ones. (Curzon, r:166)

A Jew by the name of Mattetia Gorji, whose father witnessed the
events at Mashhad and fled to Herat, wrote in an attachment to the
book Oneg leshabat (n:ra) nv):
Our ancestors first lived in Meshhed under Persian rule. but for
their sins, the non-Jews spread lies against Israel. Those of them
who were staunch in their faith in God left their native city. My
own parents were among them. They moved to Herat, under
Afghan rule, where I was born in the year 6o5,'3t seven years after
the destruction of the community of Meshhed.
In the year 616,'3u a Persian army besieged Herat, occupying it
one year later. The occupation authorities expelled the Jews and
carried them as prisoners to the city of Meshhed. Many of them
died of cold on the way. Outside the city there was an enclosure
known as Baba-Kordad where all the deportees were concentrated
and guarded by two sentries for two years. During that long period
many suffered from want and disease, but ultimately the Almighty
was merciful, and the authorities released the internees and permitted them to go wheresoever they wished. They returned to
Herat in the month of Tebet 5619.'37 (Quoted by Ben-Zvi, p. Vo)

In r85o, during the viziership of Mirza Taqi Khan (Amir Kabir),
another untoward incident befell the remainingjadidls of Mashhad,
and ended in murder and plunder. It was precipitated by the fact
'35TN: c. 1845

t'uTN:

c.n.

c. 1856 c.n.

'37TN: 8

December 1858-5 January 1859.
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that a jadidi slaughtered a chicken according to Jewish law, and did
not completely cut the head from its body.

Atrocities in Tehran
Qajar Tehran, the center of Iran, was also the center of atrocities.
The city did not merely suffer one or two incidents: each day gave
rise to a new one. Tehran merits special attention for two reasons:
firstly, it was the capital city, giving rise to its own particular rnisfortunes, and secondly, there is more data available on its Jewish ghetto
(Fig. r4) , which should be considered representative of other Jewish
ghettos.

Rehamim Misha'ili, an elderly man, told the author the following
story in 1948:
Seventy years ago [1878?], Tehran had 3,ooo Jews. They mostly
worked as itinerant street vendors, peddlers, distillers, musicians,
and jewelers. In those days, Ezra Ya'qub Kohan was the most
prominent merchant and after him came Davud and Asher Mordecai Kashani, who were important in the bazaar. There was no
school. Mullah El'azar Melamed taught in the Moshe Yusuf Sy.agogue, and Mullah Mordecai taught in the Mullah Rehamim
Synagogue, which is also known as the Grand Synagogue. Mullah
El'azar Shofet also taught in the Agha Yusuf Synagogue. Most of
the men knew Hebrew, and the people would generally not marry
their daughters to young men who were not literate. Religious
officials who came fromJerusalem with certificates from the grand
hakham of Bayt ha-Mikdash were highly regarded. One of these
representatives was Hakham Pinhas, who came to Iran in 1888.
He had a dispute with a Muslim sayyid and was compelled to
convert to Islam to save his life, but he died four years later.
Around the year t883, several Jewish itinerant street vendors
began dealing in fabrics. The Muslim fabric merchants complained
to'Izzat al-Dawlah, the sister of Nasir al-Din Shah and wife of
Amir Kabir, to whom belonged the taxes collected in the fabric
market. 'Izzat al-Dawlah decreed that any fabric that should be
found in Jewish hands was to be burned. One day at Sarchashmeh
they seized my velvet and taffeta and burned it. Several of us
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Jewish fabric merchants got together and wrote a petition and
sent it along with zoo tomans to the minister of war, and he
helped us. The Muslim fabric sellers complained once again and
this time delivered their complaint to Haji Mirza Hasan Ashtiyani,
who had issued the proclamation banning tobacco. Haji Mirza
Hasan wrote to the minister of war "O y. liability to the religion
and the resurrection! Why are you putting the bread of the Muslims
in the lap of infidels?" And once again they prevented us from
doing business. We had no choice but to appeal to the minister
of war. He replied that he was unable to help. We had no recourse
but to appeal to the king, and these encumbrances continued for
years.

In those

days, there was a regulation in effect that should a
woman
convert to Islam, she could take a Muslim husband
Jewish
without being granted a divorce by her Jewish husband. In 1892,
Zulaykha, the wife of Zaghi, after a quarrel with her husband,
went before the mujtahld Sayyid 'Ali Akbar Abshahi and converted
to Islam. Sayyid 'Ali Akbar made lier his sigheh'|8 and proclaimed
that all of Zulaykha's property belonged to him. The unfortunate
Zaghi, fearing Sayyid Ali Akbar's deputies, hid himself in the
house of his brother, Bashir. Zulaykha gave him away and came
after him with several akhunds to arrest him. Zaghi climbed to
the rooftop, and as Zulaykha and her companions gave chase, he
threw himself from the roof and died. It was summer, and I
(Rehamim Misha'ili) was dining on the roof of my house. I ran
outside and grabbed Zulaykha in the street. The Muslim clerics
and fifty or sixty other Muslim men attacked me. They beat me
lvith murder aforethought and ransacked my house. In her old
age, Zulaykha returned to Judaism, and after her death, her son
recited Ihe mishmara, or Jewish prayer for the dead.

The Benevolent Ezra Ya'qub, Victim of a Reactionary Mullah
Sa'id Nafisi writes of the mullahs of Tehran during the reign of
Nasir al-Din Shah:

'3hN: a "temporary wife. " In a sigheh marriage, a contract is prepared
specifying the duration of the relationship.

436

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN
.. .In this midst there were also several influential mullahs in Tehran

who were ambivalent and who made it their profession to at
times support one faction and at times the other. The most renowned of these were Shaykh 'Abd al-Nabi Nuri, Sayyid Rayhanallah Musavi, and Sayyid Mahdi Af eh'i . (Khandaniha, no. 17o, g
Aban1334s.H. IrNov. 1955),P. 16o)
Sayyid Rayhanallah Musavi had a house near the Marvi mosque,
not far from the Jewish ghetto. He thought that the way to reach
his goal of achieving fame was to persecute the Jews. This anti-Semitic
sayyid incited Muslims against the Jews in the latter years of the
reign of Nasir al-Din Shah and committed acts of inhumanity, some
of which will be presented here.
EzraYa'qub,'3e who was the greatest merchant of the day and had
established commercial ties between Tehran and Manchester, was a
charitable and benevolent man. He provided financial aid to young
boys and girls and gave generously to the needy. One cold winter's
day as he passed through the Alley of the Hajis on his way to the
bazaar, he passed Sayyid Rayhanallah standing near the Marvi school
and waiting for a snow-shoveller to arrive. The moment the sayyid
saw Ezra, he pounced on him like a wolf lying in wait, handed him
a snow shovel, and demanded that he clear his roof and the grounds
in front of his house. The snow was deep, and Ezra Ya'qub, who
had a respiratory ailment, was not feeling well. However much he
asked to be excused, the ill-natured sayyid would not consent. Ezra
Ya'qub offered to hire some people to do the job and to pay them
several times the normal wage so that they would do a better job.
The matevolent sayyid would not agree.EzraYa'qubshovelled snow
until the first watch of the afternoon, and upon returning home fell
sick and died in 1895 at the age of forty.
While EzraYa'qub lay sick in bed, the water problem in the Jewish
ghetto became more serious. Two wells which had been dug in the
quarter proved inadequate for the residents, and the neighborhood's
'3eThe maternal grandfather of the author of this book.
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population was increasing. The governors of Tehran had decided
that water should be delivered to the Jewish ghetto once every six
months. Indeed, shallow Muslims were playing the same game with
the Jews that Shimr played with the descendants of the Messenger
at Karbala. In his will, Ezra Ya'qub directed that the greater portion
of his estate be used to address the social concerns of the Jewish
community of Tehran. He specifically directed that:

1. A cistern should be built capable of holding a six-month water
supply for the Jewish community.
2. A school for the education of children should be erected.
3. A financial contribution should be made toward the construction of a synagogue at the hospital at Jerusalem.
After his death, his instructions concerning the Tehran ghetto were
fulfilled.
In 1895, Ezra Ya'qub's wife, Senobar (Fig. 15), the daughter of
Hakim Huq Nazar, along with her father-in-law, Rehamim Khodadad
L.ry, and several other Jews, travelled to Jerusalem via Mazandaran,
the Caspian Sea, Baku, and Istanbul, and fulfilled that portion of
Ezra's will which concerned Jerusalem. After erecting a synagogue
next to the Misgab Ledakh (Refuge of the Needy) hospital in Jerusalem, they returned to Tehran.
Ha;iyeh'aoSenobar, having lost her husband in her youth on account

of the malevolence and ill-naturedness of Sayyid Rayhanallah, devoted herself to charity and helped not only her coreligionists in
Iran, but also sent an annual contribution to the Misgab Ledakh
Synagogue. At her burial, in accordance with her wishes, soil from
the Mount of Olives and a burial cloth from Jerusalem were used,
and her body was interred at Cil'ad of Damavand.

'4oTN: A title given to a Jewish woman who has made the pilgrimage to
the site of the Second Temple in Jerusalern. The same title is given to a
Muslim woman who has made the pilgrimage to Mecca.
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The Tehran Ghetto

The Jews of Tehran, like Jews in other cities, lived in their own
neighborhood. They had no choice, because they were not allowed
to associate with others. They faced severe restrictions. They were
not safe outside their ghetto, and were not permitted to open shops
in the bazaar or elsewhere. They were not allowed to open baths,
butcheries, or synagogues outside the Jewish ghetto. Although their
concentration in a single neighborhood was primarily the result of
external pressure and secondarily of group solidarity, this collective
life-style helped to preserve the national and religious underpinnings
of the Jewish community.
The Tehran ghetto was situated in the 'Udlajan district, in the
center of Old Tehran, facing Muslim neighborhoods in all directions.
Its unpaved alleyways were narrow and crooked. Jews with financial
means had the more expensive homes at the ends of alleyways. On
the Islamic days of ritual mourning in the months of Muharram
and Safar, when mourners paraded through the streets, anxiety in
the Jewish ghetto grew tenfold; the houses at the ends of the alleyways
were the safest places to be during these dreadful days.

In the summer, the streets of the Jewish ghetto were full of filth,
and in winter they were muddy. Houses were made of unbaked
brick, and their faqades were made of mud and thatch plastered
over a lattice of wooden beams and straw. Courtyards were concave
so that rainfall would collect in a cistern in the center of the yard.
Entrance to the courtyard was gained from the alleyway via a low
gate. The size of the yard depended upon the financial status of the
home owner.
The smallest courtyards measured z x 3 meters and the largest
were Loxrz meters. Rooms opened onto all four sides of the courtyard, and the cistern which guaranteed a supply of potable water
was situated beneath one of these rooms. Some houses had no
cistern, and the residents were compelled to obtain the water they
needed from their neighbors or from the large cistern of the Ezra
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Ya'qub Synagogue. Generally, several families lived in a single house.
The owner would let out or mortgage (mishkanfa) one or two rooms.
These houses cost between 3oo and 2,ooo tomans in the late Qajar
period.
Witn the passage of time, the mud brick walls of the houses either
cracked or became dotted with holes created by mice, snakes, and
scorpions. Touching a wall in the darkness of a summer night sometimes brought the pain of a scorpion sting. Winter snow and rain
turned houses into hell holes.
In the middle of the Jewish ghetto there was a concave plaza in
which household trash was dumped. It was known in Persian as
"Sarechal." Sometimes there was so much trash that a hillock formed.
Were it not for farmers from Dulab who every so often used the
refuse for fertilizer, it is unclear where it might have ended. Sheep
were slaughtered daily in the same place, and in the heat of the sun,
a fetid stench filled the air, accompanied by the buzzing of flies and
wasps. The carcasses of dead cats and dogs-numerous in those
days-were also tossed onto the trash pile at Sarechal. Around this
very same plaza were vendors who sold tripe, halim (a porridge
made of wheat and meat), lentil stew, and whey stew, which were
the common foods eaten by the poor people of those times. Next to
them were also humble greengrocers and druggists' shops.
Rooms were not furnished with tables and chairs. The poor sat
and slept on straw mats, the middle class on rugs, and those who
were considered rich on carpets. The poor, who were the majority
of the inhabitants of the Jewish ghetto, used tattered old canvas
quilts handed down from their forefathers for bedclothes. In the
winter they slept under a large quilt spread over a central hearth.
The doors had cracks, and cold air penetrated the rooms. The windowpanes were broken and the holes patched with rags. Each house
had only one lavatory, which was situated in a corner of the courtyard.
This unsanitary environment increased the Grim Reaper's human
harvest. Not a day passed that wailing was not to be heard from the
house of a neighbor over the untimely demise of a coreligionist.
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Sometimes, when an itinerant vendor set foot outside the Jewish
ghetto with his ten or twenty tomans to go shopping, he returned
bloodied and with broken bones. The cries of his frightened and
hungry wife and children would rise up, and their neighbors would
reassure them, asking them to give thanks to Cod that the wounded
man had survived.
When they placed a deceased person in a coffin in preparation for
burial four kilometers outside the city, they had no option but to
pass by either the Pamenar or Sarchashmeh bazaar. When passing
through these neighborhoods, ruffians hurled the worst kind of
abuse upon the deceased, and some even started fights. The Jews of
Tehran, probably on account of their many lamentations and supplications over the centuries, had developed their own distinctive
accent. They stretched out words and sentences, and these people
mocked them on account of it.
A mind-boggling question is this: "On the basis of what hope did
these deprived masses endure despite their horrendous living conditions in cramped and unsanitary quarters?" There is no doubt but
that their hope sprang from their religious faith.
They considered their sad living conditions as divine punishment
for their sins and the sins of their forefathers and looked hopefully
to an unseen tomorrow. Had they also been deprived of the strength
of faith, they never would have been able to survive under these
conditions.
For all the daily miseries, both material and moral, the Jews-who
struggled in that gloomy warren to be literate, to read, and to know
the promise of the prophets of Israel for their emancipation-endured. In this regard, it is fitting that we should consider the word
"Jew" to be synonymous with "forbearance." They knew that...

...the Lord will judge His people, and repent Himself for His
servants; when He seeth that their stay is gone, and there is none
remaining, shut up or left at large. (Deuteronomy 32'.36)
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The eternal words of the Torah and the amazing chapters of the
books of the prophets of Israel were the constant companions of
the scattered and unfortunate Jews and gave them the strength to
withstand adversity.
Next to the Tehran ghetto was the charcoal vendors' caravanserai,
run by a burly man by the name of Sayyid Davud Zoghali. Sometimes,
he would amuse himself by tormenting others. He would stand
outside the Jewish ghetto and scream and shout as if ruffians were
out to beat and rob the Jews. His screams and shouts terrified
hundreds of Jews and sent them scurrying home to hide.
Faced with all these encumbrances in a neighborhood the very
sight of which evoked sadness, the Jews had their own social organizations. Every Saturday afternoon, preachers in the synagogues gave
the congregations hope for the liberation of mankind and the revival
of Israel. Apart from the religious leaders, others who were called
the "eyes of the people" ran the abattoirs, baths, cemetery, and
schools. Apart from them, there were also selfless individuals in the
Jewish community of Tehran who were living endowments to their
coreligionists. Among these were Haji Benyamin Asil and Davud
Harun.
Haji Benyamin Asil Mazandarani was tall and handsome, with
blue eyes and a commanding voice. When the Jews had problems,
he contacted the governmental authorities and was usually able to
resolve the problem. He worked hard to collect contributions for
the relief of poor Jews. Davud Harun was bold and daring, and
fable-like stories have been handed down about him. One of these
stories relates that when capitulations were in vogue in Iran and
disputes between Iranians and foreigners were settled in a special
Foreign Ministry tribunal in the presence of the consul of the country
concerned, Davud Harun had a dispute with a European. Davud
sat for several sessions in this special tribunal, and it became clear
to him that although he was in the right, the magistrates were going
to decide in favor of the European. The next day, he set aside his
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Eastern garb, donned a European coat, collared shirt, and trousers,
and proceeded to court with the then customary European cane in

hand.
One of the magistrates asked him, "Why are you wearing foreign
attire?"
Davud Harun replied, "That you might rule in favor of these
clothes!"

Cnaprnn TwBNry-FouR
Riots of the Spiteful Sole Contenders
THE Qa:en pERIoD was a time of riots incited by spiteful mullahs
who had no respect for the authority of the central government and
considered themselves the sole contenders for power. Among the
anti-Semitic riots of the period, three stand out as deserving of
special attention: the riot of Mullah 'Abdallah, that of Sayyid Rayhanallah, and that of Shaykh Ibrahim. We will provide a short description
of these riots here.

The Riot of Mullah 'Abdallah in Hamadan

In 1892, after Haji Mtza Hasan Shirazi proclaimed his fatwa proscribing tobacco and the people supported him, every warpedminded individual with a turban on his head and a cloak draped
over his shoulders thought that he, too, could be a rabble-rousing
leader and incite the people to follow his lead. Mullah'Abdallah,
who had forced a Jewish girl to convert to Islam and married her to
a Muslim, upon learning that the Jews had lodged a complaint with
the governor, became spiteful and determined to exact vengeance.
On the evening before Yom Kippur,'a'while the Jews were gathered
in the synagogues, the hullabaloo of an anti-Semitic mob rose up
within the city. The congregations hurriedly left the synagogues.
Many of them were able to find their way home and secure their
doors with wooden planks and stones. Those who were trapped
were forced to recite the Islamic declaration of faith and become
Muslims the following day in order to save their heads.
The city was taken over by Mullah 'Abdallah, who refused to
yield to the state's authority. The central government was forced to
send security forces to Hamadan to pacify the city and deliver Mullah
'Abdallah to Tehran. Acting upon the mullah's orders, the people
attired themselves in funerary shrouds and took to the streets shout'ahx: Friday,

3o September 1892.
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ing, "Ya'Ali! Ya'AIi!" [O'Ali! O'Ali!] and prevented them from

taking Mullah 'Abdallah to Tehran. The mob's ftenzy continued to
grow, and some started ritual mourning processions as is customary
on Tasu'a and 'Ashura. They pounded their chests, struck their
foreheads with poniards so that blood covered their faces, and prepared to kill or be killed for Islam that they might go to heaven.
The government relented and informed the Jews that they were
obliged to accept the twenty-two restrictions imposed on them by
Mullah 'Abdallah.
The central government had no power against the akhun6.'a'The
Jews of Hamadan lived under the worst of conditions. Those who
could do so secretly fled to Tehran or Baghdad. The followers of
Mullah 'Abdallah cried daily that the Jews must be put to death if
they did not convert to Islam. Some Jews eventually succumbed to
the enervating pressure. Mullah 'Abdallah made it taboo to sell
foodstuffs to Jews, but thts fatwa was rescinded through the intercession of the Ottoman consul.
According to Kohan Sedegh, any Muslim who came to the Jews'
defense put his own life in danger. The chief of the Hamadan constabulary did so and was forced to kiss Akhund 'Abdallah's foot
and ask his forgiveness. The illiterate, fanatic masses, incited by the
mullahs, deemed the Jews infidels. As the Bulletin of the Alliance
israelite universelle reports:
In this incident, a number of the Jews of Hamadan went to the
telegraph office to ask for stronger support from the government'
At the instigation of Mullah 'Abdallah, the Muslims attacked and
seized thirty of them. The remainder fled and sought refuge in
various places. All of those seized were forcibly converted to Islam.
Many of the Jews came under house arrest. Life had become
unbearable. Nursing infants died of starvation in their mothers'
arms as their mothers' milk had dried up. The Alliance in France
became aware of this news and the French and English ambassadors

an akhund is esentially the same as mullah (cleric), but
has a pejorative connotation.

'ahN: the

Persi
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in Tehran took action. The government was forced once again to
send more soldiers to Hamadan to put down the disturbance.
This time, Mullah 'Abdallah, convinced that the people in the
capital would receive him as a holy entity, headed for Tehran,
and in his place, another anti-Semite by the name of 'Abd al-Majid
took charge of matters. He is one of the worst enemies of the
Jews. His followers even attack Jewish rabbis and women. They
arrested the city's rabbi, Abraham Ya'qub, and brought him before
'Abd al-Majid.'43 He returned home beaten nearly to death. It is
not expected that this sixty-year-old man will survive. The government troops have left the city, and Hamadan is now being run
by 'Abd al-Majid. (Bulletin, no. 18 [rSqz] ,p. 48)'oo

The pressure on the Jews of Hamadan continued for seven years.
Among the thirty Jews who were trapped at the telegraph office and
forcibly converted to Islam were Mirza Mahdi Lalehzari, Hakim
Tahir, Hakim Rehamim, and Mullah Ibrahim, who later became
Baha'is, and Badi' al-Hukama' and Haji Solayman, who later became
Christians.

The Riot of Sayyid Rayhanallah in Tehran
In the spring of 1897, one year after the assassination of Nasir al-Din
Shah, Sayyid Rayhanallah-the same merciless, obstinate wretch
who forced Ezra Ya'qub, the benevolent Jewish merchant, to shovel
his snow when he was ill and thus caused that noble man's untimely
death-stirred up a huge riot in Tehran. Five years after Mullah
'Abdallah's riot, Sayyid Rayhanallah, who like many other mullahs
to Kohan Sedegh, they placed a knife to his throat and
forced him to agree to ensure that the Jews wore the patch.
'atN: The original French text of the Bulletin of the Alliance israelite
universelle was in most cases not available for review, and with few exceptions, the citations provided in this chapter are translated from Dr. Levy's
Persian translation.
For another account of the Hamadan incident, see the zznd annual
Report of the Anglo-Jewish Association, pp. 55-61'.
'a3According
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aspired to greatness, issue d a fatwa proclaiming that the Jews must
wear a patch on their garments. The Bulletinof the Alliance writes:

In June, t897, English

newspapers reported
and in Paris, the Alliance received this letter:

rioting in Tehran,

Tehran, ry May fi97
Details of the terrible situation of our coreligionists in the Iranian
capital are coming to light. Sayyid Rayhanallah, exploiting the
government's weakness, has incited the people against the Jews
and forced them to sew on patches and shave their heads...During
the reign of the late [Nasir al-Din] Shah, the situation of Jews in
Tehran was good. They were only persecuted in the suburbs, but
unfortunately, yesterday, the r6th of May, everything changed.
Roughly ten thousand akhunds besieged the Jewish ghetto on
Sayyid Rayhanallah's orders, and woe was he who was without a
patch and shaved head. Such persons were forcibly brought before
the sayyid to have their heads shaved and a patch sewn on. This
was accompanied by beatings such as would melt a heart of stone.
The situation is so bad that several Jews have succumbed to apostasy. A patch on the clothing may not constitute persecution, but
the results are sinister. (Bulletin, zz'.75 [rSqZ])

Joseph Cazbs, director of the Alliance school, in a letter to the
Alliance's central committee in Paris on the impact of the school's
opening, reports.
...The Jews of Iran need education, and I congratulate the Alliance,
which has taken the lead in this endeavor. [The presence of the
Alliance school] keeps the mullahs quiet. Last year, they incited
the people of [Tehran] to massacre the Jews. It was so serious
that the English ambassador was obliged to send several of the
embassy's servants to the ghetto to protect the Jews, and the
government also sent soldiers. The Jews did not leave their homes
for a week...The Jews know that this year's changes are the result
of the measures implemented by the Alliance, and are grateful
therefor. The situation of Jews in the provinces has not improved.
The Jews of Isfahan have sent me many appeals. (Bulletin, zz
lrsgzl)
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The Bullefin adds to the description of the riot:
News of Sayyid Rayhanallah's exploits has spread beyond the borders of Iran. He-who was yesterday an unknown akhund-like

some other of his coreligionists, launched a campaign against the
Jews in order to gain celebrity. The Jews petitioned fMuzaffar
al-Din] Strah, but this weak rnonarch is unable to do anything,
and has each time replied that this matter is not the concern of
state officials but is a religious issue. (Bulletin, zz bSgZl)

Following this development, the Alliance sent letters to the French
foreign ministry and the king of Iran. The Anglo-Jewish Association
took action with the British foreign ministry. At the same time, it
was reported that Sayyid Rayhanallah had sent his fatwa throughout
all the suburbs of Tehran. The weakness of the king, who considered
the capital's security a religious matter, and the helplessness of his
government and officials compelled the Alliance central committee
to give more support to its previous decision to establish ties with
the Jews of Iran by establishing schools and sending Joseph Cazbs
to Tehran. To better understand the akhunds' show of strength
against the central government by stirring up riots, the following
letter from the Jews of Isfahan to Joseph Cazbs is cited:
[?] August 1898

...The akhunds, not satisfied with their previous violations against
us, have recently issued a fatwa imposing the following restrictions:
r-Muslims must not associate withJews. In this manner, hun-

dreds of itinerant peddlers have been thrown out of work. Their
customers do not pay their previous debts.
z-Jews may not appear in the bazaar. Any Jew who enters the
bazaar for whatsoever reason is beaten.
3-Muslims may not sell any foodstuffs to Jews. As all purveyors
of comestibles are Muslims, this edict places the Jews' lives in
danger.

We now fear to leave our homes. When we protest to the governor, he is unable to [put an end to these persecutions]. There are
four of these akhunds: Agha Najafi, Shaykh Najafi, Sayyid Hasan,
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and Sayyid Fani, who detest us and incite the people against us
and do not even care about the government authorities.

The Riot of Shaykh Ibrahim Qazvini in Tehran
On Friday, lSJanuary 1901, Shaykh Ibrahim, who until that day had
been an unknown, spoke of the evils of wine-drinking and the
prohibition against alcohol in his sermon at the Masjid-e Shah
mosque. He incited the people to destroy all the wine and liquor in
the city. He deemed both the Armenians and the Jews blameworthy
in this matter, but he aimed the arrow of opprobrium at the Jews.
When his sermon was over and the worshippers left the mosque, a
riot began, the victims of which were the Jews. With fearsome cries,
the mob-comprised mostly of the riffraff of Tehran-followed
Shaykh Ibrahim into the Jewish ghetto.
Those who had gone to get rid of alcoholic beverages looted shops
in the ghetto and wounded several Jews. This riot went on for three
hours before the governor's men arrived, and during this short
period the Jewish ghetto was transformed into a battlefield. The
rioters cast many goods which they were unable to take with them
into the muddy streets.
The new director of the Alliance school in Tehran, Nissim Levy,
writes about this event in his report to the central committee:
Immediately after this occurrence, I went to the British embassy
with two leaders of the Jewish community and made the charge
d'affaires aware of these events. With him, we went to the Foreign
Ministry, and he protested this episode. The Foreign Minister
promised to arrest and punish those responsible and pay the Jews
restitution. The next day I went to the French embassy. The ambassador immediately wrote a letter to the Iranian Foreign Minister
and requested that he guarantee the safety of the Jews and their
newly-established school. These protests quickly produced results,
as the governor of Tehran assigned some Cossacks to guard the
school and the ghetto. The government dispatched men to assess
the damages. On Saturday, the British consul Graham toured the
Jewish ghetto. This sudden attack caused great losses.
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Monsieur Lely, in his report of z4 January of the same year writes:
...Up to now, z5 people have been arrested. The person actually
rcsponsible is Shaykh Ibrahim, who has yet to be found. Damages
have been assessed at 3o,ooo tomans, or fr5,ooo. The intervention
of the French and British embassies with the government to end
this disturbance was very effective.
The author of the present book was a young child at that time and
recalls that the anguished cries of the people filled the air, and that
the terrified men in the house barricaded the gates to prevent the
attackers from entering. Twenty-five years after this event, when
the author was serving in the Iranian army, the paymaster who
paid the doctors their salaries at the end of each month was an
elderly gentleman by the name of Shams al-Attiba' Felatuni. One
day he asked me:

"Do you recall the Shaykh Ibrahim incident?"
"Yes, " I replied. "l was a child at the time. "
"Do you know the cause?" he asked.
"Not very well," I responded. "l know this much: that they came
to break the wine casks, but they broke ribs, hands, feet and heads
and looted homes."
He replied, "This is all true, but its cause was something else.
Invite me to lunch and I will tell you aborit it. "
"Very well," I answered.
One day I invited him to lunch. On the appointed day, after
eating, the aged Shams told me the following story:
Shaykh Ibrahim and I were close friends. In the evenings, we
smoked opium together in the 'Ali Jan gardens. One day during
the month of Ramadan, after the hour of fasting had ended, we
readied the fire for the opium hookah. I saw that the Shaykh was
troubled. I asked him the reason. He replied "Ever since this
akhund from Khorasan began preaching at the Masjid-e Shah
mosque, the people pay no attention to me. My audiences are
cold and spiritless. " I answered hirn "The ailment for which there
is a cure is no cause for sadness. Beginning tomorrow, when you
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mount the pulpit, start denouncing the Jews. Did you not observe
what Sayyid Rayhanallah did?"
Shaykh Ibrahim did not readily agree. I guided him and convinced him to gradually pl'epafe the people. On Wednesday, he
loudly proclaimed the prohibition against alcohol in Islam and

denounced the Jews, placing the congregation on notice. On Thursday, the crowd gathered around his pulpit had increased twofold'

On that day, he preached about the "unclean Jews" and their

wine-making and emboldened them. On Friday, which was. a day
off, as word had spread in the city that there was a militant akhund
in the mosque who intended to stop the wine-makers, a greater
number of people who had nothing to do that day swarmed the
mosque. The shaykh, seeing the fervid assembly, vociferously inveighed against th. J.*r and guided the people to the Jewish
ghetto to destroY the casks!

Although Shaykh Ibrahim Qazvini's riot started out well in that it
brought him renown, it did not have a good end for him, as the
government gradually clamped down on the rebellious mullahs. He
remained in hiding for a time and then fled Tehran.

CHaprun Twnxry-FrvE
The Alliance: A Star in the Darkness
DunINc rHE YEAns when the Jews of Iran were declining under the
scourge of persecution, Jews in Europe were making remarkable
advances after the great French Revolution, the sundering of the
chains of tyranny and later, under Napoleon, who ultimately obliged
the Pope to crown him Ernperor. Great men rose from among
them, leaders whose credo was the protection of Jews throughout
the world. The outgrowth of the efforts of leading European Jews
was the establishment of respected international organizations which
provided valuable services to Jews worldwide.
The establishment of the Alliance israelite universelle (Universal
Israelite Alliance), formed in Paris in r86o under the aegis of Adolphe
Cremieux, a French member of parliament, is a separate story.
In r84o, a European preacher by the name of Thomas disappeared
in Damascus. The enemies of the Jews spread rumors that the Jews
had killed him to use his blood in religious ceremonies. The French
consul fanned the flames of the fire ignited by this rumor. Seven
Jewish leaders were seized and tortured, and several died as a result.
The campaign against the Jews of Syria spread. While this was going
on, Sir Moses Montefiore of England, along with Adolphe Cremieux,
set up a representative council and headed for Egypt to meet the
khedive Muhammad 'Ali, of whose realm Syria was a province.
They convinced the khedive that such allegations were completely
unfounded. As these accusations had also spread to Ottoman Turkey,
prominent Jewish representatives headed for Istanbul, and after
meeting with Sultan 'Abd al-Majid on 6 November rg4o, they obtained from him a proclamation exonerating Jews on Ottoman soil
of the accusation of killing non-Jews for their religious ceremonies.
From that date and for two decades forward, the idea of forming
an organization for international Jewish solidarity drew strength,
and in 186o, with the help of several Jewish journalists, attorneys,
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professors, and businessmen, the Alliance israelite universelle was
created with the following general goals:

l. To struggle for worldwide Jewish emancipation

and the

elevation of their intellectual level.

2. To aid those persecuted for being Jewish.
3. To support any kind of publication which furthered this

cause.

The Alliance's constitution and proclamation were translated into
several languages and sent to many countries. The importance of
the Alliance s establishment and the impact of its undertakings on
the Jews of the East and Northern Africa cannot be understated.
This organrzation, and, to a lesser extent, the Anglo-Jewish Association (established in London under Montefiore s auspices), provided
valuable services to Jews worldwide. Similar foundations were established in Vienna in 1873 and in Berlin in r9ot, but none were as
pivotal as the Alliance. The Alliance worked to secure relief and
freedom for Jews in Serbia and Romania and in fi77 sent three
representatives to the Berlin Congress. By the middle of the zoth
century, the Alliance had established a total of 64schools in Morocco,
Iran, Israel, Lebanon, Tunisia, and Syria, and the number of students
enrolled at these schools exceeded 20,ooo.
The first person to inform the leaders of the Alliance in France of
the harrowing situation of the Jews in Iran was Dr. Jakob Eduard
Polak (r8zo-r89r), a Jewish physician and writer from Bohemia
who served as Nasir al-Din Shah's private doctor from r85z to 186o
(Fig. 16). Polak studied medicine at Prague and Vienna and was
invited by the Iranian government to teach anatomy and surgery at
the newly-established Iranian military academy in r85r. During these
years, he mastered the Persian language, and upon returning to
Vienna in 186o, he was appointed as a professor of Persian while
continuing his medical practice at the public hospital. Nasir al-Din
Shah, who met with Dr. Polak during his r87z tour of Europe,
describes him in his memoirs as my good old friend." Polak wrote
important treatises about anatomy, surgery, ophthalmology, and
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textbooks. He also compiled a Persian-Arabic-Latin medical dictionary
which was published in r9r4. Polak, a devout Jew, used his stature
and influence in the Iranian court to support the rights of his coreligionists. It was he who brought the deplorable situation of Iranian
Jews to the attention of the European Jewish community and suggested that the Alliance send representatives to Iran to establish
schools."t
Mullah Rabbi Ishaq, the spiritual leader of Tehran, wrote a letter
to the Alliance in France in r865, before the establishment of the
Alliance's schools in Iran:

military medicine in Persian, some of which were adopted

as

Let us, they said, present before you our complaints. You will not
suffer that your brethren, your flesh, your blood perish in a frightful
misery, victims of incessant persecutions. We are scorned by our
enemies, who see us without protection, and who may do with us
as they please; there is not a day, not an hour, not a moment that
passes that does not lead to a new calamity; our life, our fortune,
all that we most cherish is subjected to the most abhorrent outrages,
worse than slavery. ..A Muslim who kills an Israelite is not brought
to justice, and if the testimony of a Muslim should prove the
crime, the most that could happen is that the murderer would be
required to pay a fine... (Leven, r:165)

Narcisse Leven, the Alliance s secretary, informed the central committee of the deplorable circumstances faced by Iranian Jews:
We have asked several European governments to protect the Iranian Jews...The British government has directed its ambassador
in Tehran to protect the Jews. The Iranian ambassador in Paris
has also promised to...inform his government of the Alliance's
goals and likewise promised to,..seek the government's protection
of Iranian Jews in accordance with the following:

1. The establishment
central committee,

'ot

nJ, t3'7o8.

of several schools in Iran by the Alliance's
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2.
3.

The promulgation of a decree by which the Alliance schools
and their teachers will come under the direct protection of
the Iranian government.
The establishment of a state agency to administer Jewish affairs
in provinces with more than 3,ooo Jews.

We are hopeful that soon our coreligionists in Iran, like the Jews
of Morocco, will find relief and be delivered from their present
hardships. (Bulletin, z5 May 1865, p. 12)

In February of r866, a telegraph reached the Alliance from Baghdad
stating that the leader of the Jewish community in Hamadan had
been shackled and sent to Tehran and might be executed. These
circumstances were relayed to the French foreign ministry, and the
reply came back that French officials were under strict orders to
everywhere uphold the interests of civilization.'a6 When the horrifying
news about the Jews of Hamadan reached London, Sir Moses Montefiore, despite his advanced age and failing health, determined to
travel to Iran to ask the king to emancipate the Jews. But the British
foreign ministry advised him that such a trip would be highly dangerous for him.'aZ
In the Alliance central committee meeting of z6 February 1866,
the situation of Iranian Jewry was discussed, and Adolphe Cremieux
reported that a scientific delegation to be sent to Iran by the Italian
government was prepared to update the Alliance leadership on the
status of Jews in Iran. In the meeting of z9 November 1866, Cremieux
reported:
The status of Iranian Jews causes us sadness and consternation.
The Jews are beaten, Their property is looted, and there are sporadic
savage rapes. Recently, in Barforush, a girl disappeared and a riot
was launched against innocent Jews. Eighteen Jews were killed in
the city, and two were burned alive. . .The status of Jews in Turkey,
unlike Iran, is satisfactory. (Bulletin, znd quarter, p. 4)

'*teven, p. 169.
'47

nJ, t3';t2.
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Before opening schools in Iran, the Alliance israelite universelle
spread news of the status of Iranian Jewry throughout the world via
its Bullefln. Incidents in Iran did not escape the attention of the
Bulletin' s staff At the same time, with the publication of each misfortune, the European embassies delivered protests to the Iranian
government, and each complaint was taken seriously. After the
Bar Forush incident and the forced conversion of Jews to Islam,
and in the aftermath of the Alliance's undertakings, the Jews were
allowed to return to their ancestral religion. The perpetrators were
sentenced and the city of Bar Forush paid restitution to the Jews.'au
All this notwithstanding, the plight of Jews did not improve much.
Persecution was combined with chicanery, and in some instances
Jewish homes were expropriated by means of forged documents.
The Alliance s directors on several occasions protested the deplorable
situation to the Iranian government through the Iranian ambassador
in Paris, but despite promises of help, the government could do
nothing against the bigotry of the illiterate masses.
The Grand Rabbi of Paris, Lazare Isidor, expressed anxiety about
the plight of Iranian Jewry at the meeting of the Alliance's central
committee on 16 September 1869 in Paris. A severe drought in r87r
added to their hardships and increased mortality. During this period,
the Jews of London and Paris collected donations and sent money
to Iran. The Alliance's Bulletin for the first half of fi7 states:
In Iran, the worst kinds of religious violations take place. Iran has
a bigoted population and a weak government. Despite all the
promises made by the Iranian government to rectify the disorder,
it appears that social decline in that country is gradually worsening
the Jews' situation. As Nasir al-Din Shah is planning to travel to
Paris, London, Brussels, Amsterdam, Berlin, and Istanbul, it was
decided that in each of these cities, a delegation of Jewish representatives should meet with the shah of Iran. We are hopeful that
these meetings will produce very good results for our brethren in
Iran. The shah's coming to Paris must be received as a miracle.
'aoBulletin, \876,

p.

25.
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The Alliance isra6lite will tell him "We beseech you to put an end
to the persecution of Jews in Iran...ln the name of Cod, the same
God who for the past two thousand and several hundred years
has protected the Jews of Iran, we implore your majesty to deliver
these people, whose ancestors were protected by Cyrus, from their
hardships.
In our written account, we will spell out all circumstances of

which the shah might be unaware, and we are convinced that
God will help us in this enterprise, and that our coreligionists in
Iran will write a new megillah about the relief work of the Alliance
in the tgth century, the importance of which will be no less than
the life and acts of Esther.

Meeting Between Alliance Leaders and the King
Nasir al-Din Shah arrived in Paris. The Alliance Bulletin, in the
issue for the first half of 1873, p. L76, states:
On Saturday, tz July 1873, the members of the Alliance central
committee gathered at the appointed time for their meeting with
the shah of Iran at the French parliament's hotel, which was the
Shah's place of residence. The Iranian foreign minister, Mirza
Malkum Khan, introduced the delegation from the central committee to the shah in the reception room. Cremieux began his
presentation thus: "Your Majesty! The Alliance israelite universelle,
whose representatives are present here, are honored by this reception. Your Majesty! Even the most illiterate Jew knows that the
history of the Jews is intertwined with the history of other nations.
It was the nation of Iran which emancipated the Jews under the
protection of Cyrus the Great and returned them to their homeland." (At this point, Malkum Khan translated Crdmieux's remarks
into Persian for the shah. The Shah nodded with a smile, and
Malkum Khan answered "l will precisely translate all that you say
for His Majesty. Continue. ").
Cr6mieux continued: "Your Majesty! Everyone knows that in
the Book of the Prophets, of all the kings of the world, Cyrus the
Great alone is called 'God's anointed' or savior. On the gates of
Jerusalern after the construction of the Second Temple, there
was a picture of a city. That city was Susa, the capital of Iran. "
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(After translating this passage, Malkum Khan said "His Majesty

that he is deeply moved by this historical reminder.").
Cr6mieux continued thus: "Your Majesty! Forty thousand Jews
live under your protection. Pelmit me to inform you that they
consider the name of His Majesty Nasir al-Din Shah synonymous
with that of Cyrus the Great, and pray for the well-being of their
king."
(His Majesty told Malkum Khan that he was grateful for these
says

things and exceptionally moved by these words).
Crdmieux resumed his address: "Nonetheless, disturbing news
of the persecution of Jews is coming out of Iran. Every day, untoward incidents befall the Jews. "
The shah loudly exclaimed "No! No!"
Cr6mieux replied "Your Majesty! We were fully expecting the
people of the world to hear you say that Your Majesty does not
believe these things. "

The shah was agitated and addressed his minister "These accusations are false. I protect all my subjects. I show religions
other than Islam greater esteem. The Jews, as my subjectJ, are
esteemed. Everything they have told you is a lie. I repeat once
more, it is a lie. "

cremieux, himself moved, replied "Your Ma.yesty! Your words
have penetrated to the depth of my heart. Yes, Your Majesty is
the protector of forty thousand Jews and millions of Muslims
and followers of other religions. It gives us and the Jews of Iran
great pleasure that Your Majesty openly avows your support of
theJewish community of Iran."
this point, the shah gestured toward his grand vizier, Mirza
_ _At
Husayn Khan Mushir al-Dawlah Sepahsalar ind said in French
"This grand vizier is so supportive of the
Jews that Muslims are
sr rspl.torrs of him. " (The grand vizier smiled and bowed)
The shah asked about the number of Jews living in Europe, and
Albert Cohen, a member of the central committee, informed him
of their numbers. Crdmieux asked "Might Your Majesty grant
.

me a request?"

The shah consented and Cremieux said "The Alliance israelite
would like your Jewish subjects to be better aware of their responsibilities to their country and to their king. Therefore, it is necessary
that they should go to school from childhood and benefit from
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science and culture. We propose to open schools in several lranian
cities, aS we have done in some Eastern cities, and to pay for their
administration at our own expense. Does this proposal meet with

royal approval?"
The shah replied in French "Yes. I will support your schools.
Monsieur Cremieux, make arrangements with the grand vizier
and I will sign, "
Upon their departure, the shah addressed in Persian the Alliance
central committee and the rabbis who were present, attired in
official garb: "I am huppy to have met you. You must be reassured
regarding the situation of your coreligionists in Iran' Certainly,
they themselves will write to you that they no longer have any
complaints.

"

Malkum Khan translated these words, and the shah said to
Crdmieux in French "Pursue the matter of establishing schools
with my grand vizier. "
The following day, the minutes of this meeting were redacted
and signed by the participants, including the grand vizier, who
had received the shah's approval. The printed agreement was distributed to the Alliance's committees worldwide. On the r4th of
J,rly, the Alliance presented this letter to Sepahsalar:
a [sic] July

1873

Your Excellency the grand vizier Mirza Husayn Khan Sepahsalar,
The leadership of the Alliance israelite universelle respectfully
makes reference to the request submitted today by the central
committee.
1. Your excellency will make the royal interest in supporting
the establishment of schools known to the Iranian people.
2. The Alliance's first school will be established at Tehran.
3. In order to confi.rm the Iranian government'S support for the
establishment of these schools, grounds for the schools and
Persian instructors will be put at the disposal of the Alliance.
4. In accordance with His Ma;esty's decree, four Jewish youths,
aged rz to r5 will be invited to Paris. These individuals will
receive instruction necessary for the administration of the
Alliance school at Tehran. Their expenses will be paid by the
Alliance's central committee. Likewise, the Alliance will pay
the entire cost of establishing the school. As new schools are
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in the provinces, the Alliance undertakes to pay
all their expenses.
established
Respectfully,

Adolphe Cr6mieux
President of the central committee of the
Alliance israelite universelle

The Iranian grand vizier, Mirza Husayn Khan Sepahsalar, in reply
to Cr6mieux's letter. wrote:
Paris. r8 July

1873

M. Adolphe Cremieux
President, Alliance israelite universelle

I wholeheartedly accept your proposal. The imperial government
and His Majesty impatiently await the establishment of the organization's schools in lran, and are convinced that these schools
will help the progress of Iranian Jews. An appropriate location
for the establishment of the school in Tehran and a Persian teacher,
preferably Jewish, will be placed at your disposal.
Mr. President, I hope that, in light of the Iranian government's
authorization, that you are convinced of His Majesty's feelings
and concern for Iranian Jewry, even as you personally heard from
His Ma;esty...Likewise, in accordance with your request, four
Jews suitable to become teachers will soon be sent to Paris. that
shining center of civilization.
Mr. President, it is my hope that you will convey the abovementioned points along with my deep regards to your distinguished
colleagues.

Husayn fKhan Sepahsalar]

Jewish committees were formed in each European city that Nasir
al-Din Shah visited to seek the improvement of the status and living
conditions of Iranian Jews. These committees succeeded in presenting their requests for the protection of the rights of Iranian Jews to
the king and his entourage. Even in cities such as Rome, which was
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not on the king's itinerary, the Jewish community sent a detailed
letter to the king asking that he guarantee the liberty of Iranian
put an end to their persecution.
In London, Nasir al-Din Shah had a private meeting with Sir
Moses Montefiore at Buckingham Palace and listened to his request
for the amelioration of the plight of his coreligionists in lran. But
the highlight of all these activities was the unforgettable discussion
between the king and Cremieux on 12 July 1873. The king, influenced
by the solidarity of the European Jews, everywhere promised that
he would protect the Iranian Jews, that he and his grand vizier
would see to this matter, and most importantly, that he would help
the Alliance to set up schools in lran.'ae
The Anglo-Jewish Association, in order to strengthen the spirits
of the afflicted Iranian Jews, decided to publish a book containing
all the official correspondence that had been presented to Nasir
al-Din Shah by the Jews of Europe, and to distribute it among the
Iranian Jewish community. As only a handful of Iranian Jews knew
French or English, the book was published in fi74 in Hebrew under
the title Mishloh manut (nr:n nr)u'n).
Addressing Iranian Jews , Mishloh manut states:
Jews and

Brethren, today we bring you glad tidings! In all the countries of
the West, the leaders of the Alliance have met with your king,
Nasir al-Din Shah, and asked that he and his government grant
you protection, and now we present you a translation of all these
historic documents.

Then, after mentioning the details of each undertaking and presenting the texts of memoranda and letters exchanged, the following
words were added:
You see that the response to each request is favorable and encouraging. Therefore, may you also be hopeful and courageous. . . Forget
misery, distress, and lamentation... Know that God is your guide,
and that the straight and even path will be opened before you...
'o'nJ, t3'3t3.
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Brethren, it is incumbent upon you that you apply the treasure
chest of knowledge that is the Torah and endeavor to reform
your community.tto

In fi74, the French

foreign ministry instructed its ambassador in
Tehran to give his full support to the Alliance israelite universellels
efforts. But despite all the efforts of European Jews and the promises
made by the king and his government, they were unable to eliminate
the widespread predations against the Jews because the central government had years earlier abandoned the field to the Muslim "religious scholars."
In t875, the Muslims of Hamadan rioted against the Jews and
dragged aJew named Yehuda Baba Samah before the mujtahidHaji
Mirza Hadi, accusing him of heresy. The pious mujtahid, rather
than quieting the mob, ordered that the man be executed, and
incited the people against the city's Jewish population. They knifed
Yehuda to death in the mujtahid s presence and dragged his corpse
to the Jewish cemetery, where they poured oil on it and burned it.
The plunder and massacre of the Jews of Hamadan continued for
several days. The moment the Alliance in France became aware of
this news, it dispatched a complaint to the Iranian grand vizier, and
he sent the following reply by telegraph:
M. Crdmieux. Paris. Justice has been enforced. It was a regrettable
and unexpected occurrence. Depend upon my personal attention.
Husayn fKhan Sepahsalar]
The vizier then reprimanded Prince 'Azud al-Dawlah, the governor
of Hamadan, and asked him to arrest and imprison the guilty parties
before the arrival of a special representative from Tehran. The king's
representative, Mr. 'Abd al-Rahim, arrived in Hamadan with a written order signed by "Husayn." Section three of this order instructed
'Azud al-Dawlah:
'sThese words were an attempt to revive the faltering spirit and moral
weakness engendered by hardship in the Jewish community of Iran, as a
result of which the foundations of faith had been weakened.
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Community leaders will be informed that in the future, should
any actions be taken against the Jews at their or the akhun6'
instigation, they will be severely punished. (Leven, PP.z6l-+)

The official and open defense of the rights of Iranian Jews was
without precedent in the several foregoing centuries. But the muita/iids were too strong to be deterred by orders from the central
government, or even by the king's decrees. In Shiraz, a Muslim
who murdered a Jewish widow's two children was set free upon
payment of a fine of 24 tomarn. Many Jews from Shiraz, Isfahan,
Yazd, Damavand, and Hamadan moved to Tehran. The Iranian
royal court, in keeping with its promise, endeavored to protect the
from the mullahs. Ha.li Mirza Hadi, the mujtahid who sentenced
a Jew to death and immolation, was ordered to pay a fine."' Mirza
Husayn Khan, who had defended the rights of Jews even before his
meeting with the Alliance s offrcials, worked even harder on their
behalf, and whenever the masses rioted against the Jews, he came to
their defense.
The Jewish question brought about both overt and covert clashes
between the government and the mullahs. For example, in t876, the
government hired several Jews to work at the Rasht mint. But in
1877, on the orders of Sayyid 'Ali Akbar, the Jews of Rasht were
forced to wear a particular kind of long cap, and if they wore any
other, it would be removed from their heads and ripped up. Mostly
on account of this unbalanced state of affairs, but also because of
the reluctance of Jewish parents to send their children to Alliance
schools, the establishment of the schools was delayed. The first
youth who went to France to study was Khodadad, the son of Hakim
Elyahu."'
On ro February r88o, Adolphe Cremieux died at the age of 84.
Seven years had passed since his historic meeting with Nasir al-Din
Shah, and the Alliance school at Tehran had yet to be built. Another

Jews

"tleven, p.z6+.
'5Bulletin. znd bi-annual issue of fi75,p.zz.
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reason for the delay was the deplorable situation of Jews in Romania
and Russia, which preoccupied the Alliance and other European

Jewish organizations. During this period, complaints filed by Jews
with the royal court were adjudicated. Sometimes, the king issued
written or verbal orders, but because of the pervasive influence of
the clerics, these orders remained unenforced. One of these complaints, which was also pursued by the Anglo-Jewish Association,
led to the promulgation of the following decree by the king of Iran:

In

the name of His Imperial Majesty

At His Majesty's command, all present and future judges of the
kingdom are informed that a complaint has been filed by a group
of Jews concerning converts to Islam who, as relatives, claim sole
title to the estates of their deceased kinsmen, as a result of which,
Jewish families are systematically harassed.
It is His Imperial Majesty's resolute intention that the various
nations under his protection should live in peace. Therefore, when
a Jew dies, a convert to Islam does not have the right to oppress
the Jews and expropriate their property on the pretext of being
the sole heir. It is imperative that you make every effort to prevent
designs against the Jewish nation, and to take responsibility for
the enforcement of this decree,
Jumada

II n97"3

This edict is quoted from page 38 of Activites de l'Al\iance israelite
universelle en Iran (1880-18901"0 by Albert Confino. In 1884, the
Jews of Iran, still eagerly awaiting the opening of schools, sent petitions to France. After the British ambassador's actions on behalf of
the Anglo-Jewish Association,Ziil al-Sultan, the son of Nasir al-Din
Shah, issued an order to the governors of the provinces to enforce
the equality of Jewish rights.

"hru: n May to 8 June r88o.
"oTN: I was unable to obtain a copy of this report. The title here is
translated directly from the Persian to French, and may not be precise.
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Fifteen years after the king's trip to Paris, the Alliance's school in
Tehran had yet to be built. In 1889, Nasir al-Din Shah again traveled
to Europe with Mirza 'Ali Asghar Khan Amin al-Sultan. On + July
1889, another delegation of English Jews, led by Albert Sassoon, met
with the Iranian king at Buckingham Palace. The members of this
delegation included Lord Rothschild, Sir G. Goldsmid, and Sebag
Montefiore. In this meeting, the main topic of discussion was the
establishment of Jewish schools in Iran.
Upon the king's return to Iran, the matter of establishing the
Alliance school was once again pursued, but other developments
proved disruptive. On the one hand there was drought and plague,
and on the other hand there was the matter of Mullah 'Abdallah in
Hamadan, followed by the assassination of Nasir al-Din Shah. After
the king of Iran was killed in 1896, the Alliance in France and the
Anglo-Jewish Association sent a letter to Muzaffar al-Din Shah expressing their condolences and congratulating him on his coronation.
In this letter they also made reference to the late king's promises
and asked the new king to help improve the situation of Jews.
On the roth of November of the same year, the Jews of Sanandaj
sent a letter to the Alliance in which they wrote:

Our city has 4oo Jewish families. All are poor, and we do not
have the means to open a school. We are held in great scorn. Our
situation has worsened after the king's death...We received your
address from Eretz Israel. Have mercy upon us, and establish a
school here and help us escape our ignorance. We have no hope
but you. Our reliance is upon God. It is hoped that you will
honor us with a reply.
This letter, which the Alliance in Paris, promising all assistance, did
not leave unanswered, is evidence that even before the Alliance
school at Tehran was founded, the Alliance was considered the only
hope for education in the provinces.
During the reign of Muzaffar al-Din Shah (1896-19o7), as a result
of the constitutionalist movement and societal changes favoring
freedom, religious minorities made signifi cant progress. Iranian Jews

THE ALLIANCE: A STAR IN THE DARKNESS

465

were important participants in this movement. In the first session
of parliament, which was convened in 19o6, they were thanked for
their endeavors on behalf of constitutionalism. To some extent, the
constitutionalist movement put an end to the legislative dichotomy
between Islamic law and the central government, or the struggle
between fatwa [religious edict] and farman [imperial decree]. Although this peaceful movement soon came to an end with the bloody
Constitutionalist Revolution, the year 1898 is considered a turning
point by Jews because at that time, after years of struggle, the Alliance
school was finally established, and a star began shining in the gloomy
sky of Jewish life in Iran.
In April 1898, the Alliance dispatched a skilled representative by
the name of Joseph Cazbs to Tehran and addressed the following
letter to the Iranian ambassador in Paris, Mr. Nazar Agha:
Paris. r8 January 1898

Your Excellency the Ambassador,
We take great pride in announcing the opening of a school for
Jewish children in Tehran..,His Majesty's equity and justice lend
us hope that government officials will provide the requisite assistance in this charitable undertaking. We are confident that by
educating the Jews, we are providing a service to Iran...We have
chosen to direct the school one of our experienced administrators,

M. Joseph Cazds, who is now the director of the Alliance school
at Beirut, but who will travel to Iran in April. It is requested that

you personally make the necessary arrangements for him with
the imperial government.

InJuly 1898, M. Cazbs arrived inTehran (Fig. r7 * r8). The excitement
this generated among Iranian Jews, especially those living in the
capital, was unprecedented in Jewish-Iranian history. They considered him a sort of messiah come from a far-off land to rescue them.
The elders in Tehran wrote the Alliance in Paris that God had given
the Alliance the duty of delivering the Jews oflran from the maelstrom
of misery.
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The Jews of Tehran now saw a coreligionist who was well dressed
and groomed and whom even passing street performers addressed
as saheb.'55 After arriving in Tehran, Joseph Cazbs contacted Jewish
community leaders. The seven-man council of elders was strengthened and grew to thirteen members. A youth organvation was
formed and was made responsible for sanitation in the ghetto.
M. Cazbs's arrival coincided with the uproar over Sayyid Rayhanallah's "Jewish patch. " Cazbs knew that it would not be easy to get
this fatwa rescinded, so he went to Sayyid Rayhanallah and asked
that instead of wearing a big, ugly patch of red cloth, that the Jews
be allowed to wear a metallic insignia on their chests. The sayyid
agreed. Witn the help of Jewish jewelers and metallurgists, he produced a quantity of brass and silver badges bearing the Alliance s
emblem of two clasped hands. The emblems, symbolizing worldwide
solidarity amongst Jews, were distributed among the Jews of Tehran.
Wearing the emblem of the Alliance calmed their hearts. The red
cloth patches were gradually forgotten, and a short time later, Sayyid
Rayhanallah died.

Opening of the Alliance School at Tehran
The opening of the Alliance school in the heart of the Iranian capital
with the help of European brethren, after so much misery and
affliction, was one of the most radiant signs of the survival of Judaism
in Iranian society. After the establishrnent of this school, the Alliance
opened schools in Hamadan in 19oo, in Isfahan in 1901, in Shiraz
and Sanandaj in r9o3, and in Kermanshah in r9o4. Because Iranian
Jews were caught between the Christian missionaries and the Baha'is,
the establishment of the Alliance schools played an important role
in the survival of Judaism in Iran."o
The establishment of the Alliance school in Tehran in the midst
of the Sayyid Rayhanallah crisis kindled a spark of hope in the
ttsTN:

A term of respect, literally, "master."

"u EJ, 13:315

.
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hearts of Jews and opened the eyes of Iranian Muslims. Things
immediately began to change. Joseph Cazbs rented a house and
founded the Alliance school, serving as director for a short time.
Students were admitted free of charge, and some were even served
free lunches. Textbooks and supplies were sent from Paris to Tehran
Mullah Ya'qub ben Levi was appointed to teach Hebrew, followed
by Hakham Haim Mureh. Persian was taught by several Muslim
instructors.
Hakham Haim Mureh (Fig. r9) was born in Tehran in 1872. His
father was Haji Mordecai ben Elyahu Shirazi, and his mother was
Rahel Yadegar Isfahani. In his youth, this prominent spiritual leader's
father went to the Holy Land with his tather, Elyahu. The son returned
to Iran and the father, Elyahu-the grandfather of Hakham
Mureh-died in Aleppo.
Haim Mureh was afflicted with measles when he was two years
old and lost sight in both eyes. His father died when he was seven,
and his maternal grandfather became his guardian. His mother encouraged him to go to school, but his instructors gave up any hope
of being able to educate him. His grandmother, Bibi, took the young
Haim to Mullah El'azar and reminded him of her father's role in
Mullah El'azar's education. She asked him to spare no effort in
instructing the blind child. Under the guidance of MullahEI'azar,
Haim Mureh displayed his God-given talents. In short order he
memorized the prayers, then the tehilim, and then the Torah. He
gradually committed other religious books to memory. Hakim Ayyub
tested his knowledge of the Torah and Psalms in the presence of
Nasir al-Mulk.
Hakham Haim Mureh became a distinguished man of letters as
Hebrew instructor at the Alliance school and learned French from
M. Cazbs. Hakham Mureh's power of memorization was one of the
wonders of his day, astounding locals and foreigners alike. He even
knew most of the commentaries on the Torah. Over the course of
his lifetime, this enlightened scholar published four books, entitled
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Derekh haim (The Wuy of Life) , Gadolat Mordecai (The Grandeur
of Mordecai) , Yaddi Elyahu (Eli.1ah's Hands), and Bayanat Mureh
(Speeches by Mureh). Hakham Haim Mureh died in Tehran in
1948.

M.

Cazbs

wrote in a letter to the Alliance central committee in

Paris:
[?] November 1898

On the 3oth of October, we celebrated the shah's birthday at the
school. Several Muslims took part in the celebration and gave
inspirational speeches.
As I had prepared uniforms for the students, the foreign minister
asked to see them.'52 fYesterday] I took several of them to him.
Their passage through the streets and alleys caused quite a commotion. The minister congratulated them and told them that if
they were successful in their studies, the government would give
them jobs in administration. Upon the minister's instructions
they were given drinks and awarded a hundred francs each. Last
week, the grand vizier summoned me and reaffirmed his support.
He said "The Jews are Iranian subjects, and His Ma.lesty observes
no difference between his subjects, whatever their religion. "

After receiving this report, the Alliance central committee sent a
letter of appreciation to the Iranian foreign minister and grand
vizier. About the same time, while donations were being collected
for the construction of a new Alliance school in Tehran, Muzaffrr
al-Din Shah wrote in a letter to his foreign minister:
It is with complete satisfaction that I have learned that, in light of
the fact that all schools are closed to the Jews and that several
Jews are inclined to teach their poor and orphaned children, that
they have decided to collect donations and open a school so that
there, in accordance with the Mosaic faith, they may pray for me
and my country.
I consider the Jews my loyal subjects. By means of this school,
they seek to instruct a number of my subjects, which I consider

'5At that time, Jewish affairs were handled by the Iranian foreign ministry.
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beneficial for the country. For this reason, I have instructed Nizam
al-Saltanah to contribute zoo tomans to this foundation,

Frorn the reports which Joseph Cazbs filed with the central committee, which were published in the Alliance's Bulletin, it can be determined that when it first opened, the Alliance school at Tehran had
six teachers of Hebrew and Persian, and the floor space rented by
the school was not very large. In the beginning, there were about
3oo students, and Hebrew and Torah were taught by rote in several
synagogues as well as in the Alliance school. The youth committee
organized by M. Cazbs encouraged Jews in the ghetto to send their
children to school. In the second year, the number of students rose
to 4zr, of whom 3o4 studied for free while the other n7 paid the
school a monthly stipend in accordance with their ability to pay.
Because of a shortage of classrooms in the rented building, classes
for children aged 6 to 8 were taught in two of the ghetto synagogues.
Beginning in November, 1898, sixty poor children were fed lunch
every day. Not only were young boys and girls inspired to learn,
but adults, too, were invited to study at evening adult literacy classes.
One hundred ffiy persons registered for the school's first adult
session.

In

Alliance girls' school opened in Tehran, and Madame
Abib and her husband were appointed to run it. In its first year, the
school had 4o students. A year later, Monsieur and Madame Bassan
came from Paris to run the newly-established school in Hamadan.
In its first year (r9oo), the total number of students at the Alliance
school in Hamadan was 56t, of whom 215 were girls (Fig. zo). The
"Jewish patch" worn by the Jews of Hamadan was abolished in that
1898, the

year.

After Joseph Cazds, Nissim Levy was appointed director of the
Alliance school in Tehran. In 1901, M. Bassan traveled to Sanandaj
from Hamadan and met with Shaykh Shukrallah-a stubborn enemy
of the Jews-to try to curb his persecution of them. In his report to
the Alliance central committee dated r9 August rgor he wrote:
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Aithough l had not announced my arrival at Sanandaj, the Jews
of the city came out to greet me both mounted and on foot. They
said that it is impossible that they should allow me to leave before
I establish a school for them. The city has three thousand Jews.

In the same year, M. Confino arrived in Isfahan from Paris to open
the Alliance school there. The Alliance s Bulletin, no. z6 (rgor) reports:
...Wtren Confino entered Kashan en route to Isfahan, 6oo Jews
went out to greet him, many of whorn wept for joy. They sacrificed
lambs in front of him. On the day he arrived at Isfahan, the
people received him as some great savior rather than a mere
schoolmaster. They said: "Now we can die in peace. "
The Alliance school in Shiraz was opened by M. Schouker

'5oTN: See

in

t9o3.'50

pp. 68-8o of the Alliance Bulletinfor r9o4 for an account.

