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Note on Spelling and Transliteration

Ottoman Turkish words and phrases in the text, including
borrowings from Arabic and Persian, have been spelled in accordance
with Modern Turkish practice, though some familiar forms (e.g., Mehmed
not Mehmet) have been employed. Whenever possible, geographic names
are given in their Turkish form, generally based on D. E. Pitcher, *

An Historical Geography of the Ottoman Empire (Leiden, 1972), except

for common English usage (Jerusalem, not Kfidis). Transliterations

follow the practice of the International Journal of Middle East Studies.

Turkish adaptation of the Latin alphabet includes the following

variants:
Turkish ¢ is sounded 1ike English J.
" c " " " " ch -

sh.

i1




AE

BSOAS

East and Maghreb

E12

EJ
Fekete

Ik. Fak. Mec.

KX

MM

REJ

Tapu

Abbreviations

Ali Emiri Tasnifi-Bagvekalet Argivi

University of London Bulletin of the
School of Oriental and African Studies

East and Maghreb: A Volume of Researches
Texts and Studies in the History and
Culture of the Jews in the Orient, vol. 1.

The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition

Encyclopedia Judaica

Fekete Tasnifi-Bagvekalet Argivi

istanbul Universitesi. Iktisad Fakilltesi
Mecmuasi

Kamil Kepeci Tasnifi-Bagvekalet Argivi

Maliye (Maliyeden Miidevver) Defterleri- i
Bagvekalet Argivi :

Revue des Etudes Juives

Tapu ve Tehrir Defterleri-Bagvekalet Argivi
Tirk Tarih Kurumu Yayinlari

Tapu ve Kadastro Genel Midfirlfigu (Argiv)

Topkapy Sarayi Miizesi (Argiv)

iv




Abbreviations--The Islamic Months

M Muharrem

S Safer

Ra  Rebiillevvel

R Rebifllahir

Ca Cemaziel'evvel
c Cemaziyel'ahir
B Recedb

g Sa'ban

N Ramazan

L fevval

Za  Zilkade

Z Zilhicce




List of Tables

Table 1: Jewish Held Tax Farms, 1465-95 . . . .




Preface

Our study is concerned with the history and role of the Jewish
community in the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
Implicit within this definition are questions regarding the relations
between Muslims and Jews and questions about the economic activities of
Jews in Medieval and early modern society.

Previous scholarship dealing with the Ottoman Jews has, with few
exceptions, followed patterns delineated by the beginning of this
century. The admirable multi-volume work of S. A. Rozanes and the
numerous volumes by A. Galante, which have been our chief guides, make
little attempt to assess critically the role of thée Jews as an element
in a larger Ottoman Muslim society, though,.of course, the history of
the Ottoman Turks was not entirely ignored in their works. The opening
of the Ottoman archives for scholarly research in the second quarter of
this century thoroughly revolutionized the study of Ottoman history,
and, in fact, some documents in those collectione and related to Jewish
history were made available to non-Turkish readers through Frenéh
translations. However, the path for future scholarship was delineated
by Bernard Lewis and Uriel Heyd, pioneers in the use of Ottoman
documents for exploring the ﬁistory of the Jews, in addition to their
well known contributions to Islamic and Middle Eastern history in
general. In addition to the debt owed to their work, the present study

has drawn on the work of others who have begun to examine anew or




reexamine more systematically than earlier works the wealth of Rabbinic
Hebrew primary material which constitutes an important part of the
literary remains of the Ottoman Jewish community.

It is, of course, impossible to present in so brief a study a
comprehensive history of a large and varied Jewish community,
especially as, despite the quality of recent scholarship in the area,
we lack the basic monographic studies which would form the underpinnings
of such a study. Our much more limited goal has been to treat a number
of areas which reflect fundamental elements in the relations between
the Ottoman Jews and the society around them and which we are able to
understand more fully in light of Ottoman documents heretofore
unutilized in the study of these problems.

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries comprise a period of great
interest and importance in the history of the Ottoman Empire and in
the history of the Jews. During those centuries the nature of the
Ottoman Empire and the changing fortunes of the Jews combined to create
a situation unique in the history of Muslim-Jewish relations. Because
qf the physical proximity of the nascent Ottoman state to.the Byzantine
Empire, the Ottomans emerged from among the various Turkish frontier
states to become the greatest power in the Middle East; because of
their geographic position, Jewish communities in Anatolia, the Balkans,
and Constantinople became subject to Ottoman rule and were profoundly

affected by their life in the Ottoman Empire. Furthermore, the
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situation of Jews in an increasingly hostile Christian Europe, which
culminated in the expulsion of Jews from Spain and Portugal and
inquisitorial regimes in Catholic countries, caused the flight of many
Jews to the East. Perhaps nowhere else in the history of the
Muslim-Jewish relationship can we point to a comparable situation, one
in which events involving the Jews, and the Muslims and Christians
among whom they lived, were of such magnitude and ihport that their
impact was felt throughout Fast and West, and in which so many dramatic
events occurred in the space of little more than one century.

The focus of the study is on those activities of the Jews which
were of concern to the Ottoman authorities and those events which were
made the objects of Ottoman actions. One hesitates to use the term
policy in describing Ottoman responses to the Jews, as there were varied
responses to particular events and problems. Three major questions
raised by the study are: How did the Jews and the Ottomans view eacﬁ
other? What did the Jews and the Ottomans do for one another? How
were these things done?

The information in the archival sources offers a basis for revising
much of our knowledge regarding Ottoman Jewish history in the period at
hand. We learn, first of all, that the Jews were extremely important
in the life and commerce of Istanbul in the years 1453-1492, a fact
which has escaped notice in previous scholarship and which leads us to

reassess entirely the motives and policies of Sultan Bayezid II when
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welcoming large numbers of Spanish Jews to the Ottoman Empire at the
end of the fifteenth century. The same material leads us to a better
understanding of the role of Jews in Ottoman economic life in the
sixteenth century and in broadening our perspective in two ways. First,
ve are able to comprehend the operation of important investment
consortia, whose existence was long suspected, and to see the manner
in which Jewish merchants and tax farmers were able to play an important
role in Ottoman commercial life. Secondly, we are able to seek the
roots of Ottoman Jewish economic success in the sixteenth century, roots
which extend back to the early years after the Ottoman conquest of
Constantinople, in 1453. 1In addition, the Ottoman sources enhance our
knowledge of the role of Rabbinic leaders in the Ottoman Jewish
community. Not surprisingly, we are able to tie the changes in the
role and status of Chief Rabbis to changes in the outlook of the
Ottoman authorities and ruling circles, as well as to political
developments within the Jewish community. Finally, the findings
regarding the economic role of the Jews and our greater knowledge of
the role of communal leaders enable us to begin to alter somewhat the
perspective from which the well known Jewish physicians and politicians
are viéved. They take on a new shape and fit into the framework of our
general conception of Ottoman Jewish life in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries.

I am indebted to many individuals for their help in preparing this

study. Professor Peter F. Sugar skillfully guided me through the

x .



perilous course of preparing a doctoral dissertation. Professors
Walter G. Andrews, Jere L. Bacharach, and Deborah E. Lipstadt have
borne patiently the burden I placed upon them. My colleagues
Calvin H. Allen, Robert M. Croskey, and Eric R. Weissman have read
portions of the manuscript and offered valuable criticism. At other
institutions, Professors Halil inalc1k, Jacob Landau, Bernard Lewis,
and Ellis Rivkin have encouraged me and taken interest in my work.
Professor A. Tietze has kindly ansvered inquiries about Ottoman Turkish.
Drs. Benjamin Braude and Joseph Hacker have generously shared with me
the results of their own research on Ottoman Jewry. Professors
Enver Ziya Karal and M. Tayyib Gdkbilgin were courteous hosts and
helped introduce me to the world of archival research in Turkey.

Thanks are due to the Turkish govermment for permission to carry
out research in Istanbul and Ankara. Mr. Turgut Isiksal and the staff
of the Bagvekalet Argivi were unfailingly courteous and frequently
made aéailable their considerable expertise in deciphering difficult
passages in the documents. Likewise, the staffs of the Topkap1l Sarayi
Miizesi, the Tapu ve Kadastro Genel Miidfirl{igi and the Istanbul Belediye
Kiitliphanesi were consistently pleasant and helpful. In the United
States, the staff of the Hebrew Union College Library, Cincinnati
graciously assisted me in the use of their collection.

Funds for the study were made available through the following

programs and institutions, and I am grateful to all of them for their
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support: Fulbright Doctoral Dissertation Research Abroad program;
Foreign Language and Area Studies Program; Memorial Foundation for
Jewish Culture; National Found;tion for Jewish Culture; and the
University of Washington Graduate School Research Fund.

In addition, special thanks are due.my father, Lester Epstein,
for reading and criticizing portions of the manuscript, my sister,
Janet Epstein, and Sherry Laing for typing, and my wife Noemi, who bore
with good grace the demands which the preparation of the study made
on her and the intrusions which such work always makes into one's
orivate life. Margaret Thomas kindly and skillfully prepared the map.

The author alone is responsible for the numerous shortcomings of
the study and is solely responsible for any and all errors of fact or

interpretation.

Note to the Published Edition

It is with some trepidation that one offers an unrevised doctoral
dissertation for publication. Numerous changes and improvements
could be made in light of subsequent research by the author and others.
5till, the considerable interest in this subject mitigated in favor

of making the materials widely available as soon as possible.
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Chapter I: Introduction

At the height of its influence and in the period of its greatest
physical extent, the Realm of the House of Osman, known to the western
world as the Ottoman Empire, was the greatest power in the
Mediterraneﬁn and the nemesis of Christian Europe. It was the foremost
Islamic state of its age, though among its subjects were many Christians
anvaewa. The Ottoman heritage partook of Islamic ways and of the
Turanian vays of central Asia whence the Turks burst upon the Muslim
world. Before endeavoring to understand the manner in which Jews
contributed to the prosperity and success of the Ottoman Turks and
their state, we must briefly explore the history of the Ottomans through
the sixteenth century in orger to provide the background against which
to view the history of the Ottoman Jew.

The nomadic group which followed Osman (>Ottoman) was one of many
vhich were attracted to Anatolia in the first GEnturies after the
Christian millenium. 1In the territory between Byzantine towns in
western Anatolia and the lands ruled by the Beljuks of Rum, a Turkish
dynasty with its capital at Konya (Iconium), Muslims and Christians
conducted unceasing frontier warfare. Defenders of the two faiths
campaigned against one another along i1l defined boundaries, éupporting
themselves with the spoils which accompanied success and both sides
profited at the expense of the sedentary population. Among the Muslims

there emerged numerous emirates and gazi (warrior) states which were




engaged in the struggle against the Christian enemy.

In the upheaval which characterized Anatolia of the march warriors
there were brotherhoods and gu;lds vhich adopted codes of conduct
governing the behavior of their members. Although broad distinctions
on the frontier were along Christian-Muslim lines, an all-pervasive
heritage of folk beliefs and local traditions was, in fact, shared by
both sides, as were many local shrines and saints. Mystic beliefs,
too, had their place in the popular faith of the various fraternities.
Alongside the folkways and folk organizations, there were orthodox
Muslims, trained and educated people who, just as the march warriors,
were attracted by the opportunities which the gazil states offered.
Hence there were two parallel traditions of belief which were present
on the frontier and which, in the case of the Ottomans, were later to
form the historical heritage on which their beliefs and values were
based.

Osman's gazi state, in the vicinity of Eskigehir (Dorylaeum), was
the closest to the Byzantine military outposts in Anatolia and was,
thereforé, thrust into the forefront of warrior life. Thus it attracted
frontier fighters singly and in groups. By about 1300 the Ottoman
emirate was the foremost of the gazi states, and at the time of Osman's
death his son Orhan captured Bursa and established his capital there.
From then on, through the fourteenth century, the Ottomans rode the
crest of success and expanded their realm at the expense of Byzantium

and the Christian states in the Balkans. By 1365 the Ottomans were



firmly entrenched on the European side of the Bosphoros, and Orhan's
son, Murad, who had succeeded to the leadership in the previous year,
moved the capital to Edirne.

) In 1389, at the Battle of Kossovo, Sultan Murad broke the power

of the important Balkan rulers, though he himself was assassinated

after the conflict had ended. The stage was set for his son and
successor Bayezid to consolidate Ottoman rule in the Balkans. Despite
opposition from some of the Anatolian Turkish emirs, Bayezid conducted
an aggfesaive military program, but his plans were thwarted. 1In 1ko2

he was defeated by the ﬁongol Timur (Tamerlane) at the Battle of Ankara
and was carried off to die shortly thereafter in captivity. The Ottoman
domains were reduced in size and divided among Bayezid's four sons. i
There followed a decade long struggle among the soﬁs vhich ended only
in 1413, when Sultan Mehmed I emerged victorious from the civil war and
set about healing the fissures which had deveidbed as the various
political, commercial, military, and religious factions in Ottoman
society had supported one or another candidate in the struggle for the
throne.

Even before the defeat at Mongol hands and the civil war, the
Ottomans had developed a.pragmatic system of conquest and pacification
well suited to the conditions they encountered, particularly in the
Balkans. They capitalized on the disunity of Balken Christians and on
the rivalries in the area by entering into agreements which allowed

local leaders to retain their positions in exchange for tribute and




retained the local nobility on its lands in exchange for which they
wvere required to provide the Ottomans with troops for campaigns.
Alliances through marriage with women from Byzantine and Slavic royal
families were an additional tool 1h consolidating power. Only later
were the local lords removed and vassalage replaced by direct Ottoman
rule in most places.

In addition to the two stage policy of pacification by which the
local nobility was eventually coopted and the local dynasties eliminated,
the Ottomans also employed & policy of forced migration (siirgiin), by
which they established an ethnic Turkish presence in newly conquered
areas and vhich was sometimes utilized to remove unreliable elements
from sensitive areas.

After the civil war the Ottomans returned to their previous policies
in an attempt to reassert their position. During the brief reign of
Mehmed I (1413-21) and that of Murad II (1421-51) the Ottoman Empire
was reestablished and set again on the course of expansion which
characterized it throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
Campaigning at various times against the Venetians in the Morea, against
the Serbs and their Hungarian allies, it seemed to the Ottomans that by
144k, when the Treaty of Edirne was signed, Sultan Murad II had firmly
reestablished Ottoman rule in the Balkans and pacified Anatolian rivals.
Hence Murad abdicated in favor of his son Mehmed 11, who acceded to the
yhrone at the age of twelve. The situation vasvless stable than Murad

believed, and pressure from foreign enemies, coupled with struggles for



influence within Ottoman ruling circles, forced Murad to abandon his
voluntary retirement. In 144L he led the Ottoman forces in vanquishing
Christian forces at Varna, and in 1446 he was forced by a Janissary
rebellion to return permanently to the throne until his death in 1451.

When Mehmed II mounted the throne a second time, in thl, the cloud
of his unsuccessful first reign still hung over him. Uppermost in his
mind was the intention to enhance dramatically his stature in order to
eliminate the legacy of his abortive attehpt to rule five years
previously and to purge those who had been his opponents and had
militated successruily for his removal from the throne. The latter aim
could not be effected without the former, and hence he embarked on an
energetic campaign to conquer Conétantinople. .Mehmed's tutor and
advisor, Zaganos Paga, was in favor of the campaign, and the Grand Vezir
(enderli Halil Paga, leader of the old Turk{sh aristocracy and the man
most responsible for Mehmed's failure during the stillborn first reign,
led the anti-war faction.

After the conquest of the city in May 1453, Sultan Mehmed, having
secured for himself a victory which shook Europe and the East, removed
the Grand Vezir Halil Paga and set about consolidating political power
and reconstructing the new capital known to the Turks as Istanbul. He
succeeded in both undertakings and was able to expand and solidify the
frontiers of the Empire too. By the end of Mehmed's reign the Ottomans
Justifiably felt themselves to be masters of the greatest Islamic state

in the world and heirs to the legacy of Rome. However, Mehmed's policies




of allowing monopolies for important commodities and of currency
devaluation, both of which were intended to bolster the imperial
treasury, caused resentment, as did»his confiscation of propery
established as pious trusts (vakif). To support the soldiery and
enrich the treasury he pursued policies bound to alienate many
influential and wealthy Ottomans and much of the population.

When Sultan Bayezid II acceded to the throne in 1481, after the
death of Mehmed the Conqueror, it was he who confronted the wrath of
the Janissaries and the populace, whose pent up tensions were released
in riots during the period of transition. Bayezid's reign witnessed
a retreat from the aggressive fiscal policies of Mehmed, and a less
belligerent foreign policy, due in great measure to fear that the
Sultan's brother, Cem, who had fled when Bayezid successfully took the
throne, might rally the Christian and Muslim enemies of the Ottomans.
Only after Cem's death was Bayezid fully at ease.

it was Sultan Selim I (1512-20) who returned’the Empire to the way
of territorial expansion. He vigorously prosecuted a campaign against
the heterodox Safavid dynasty in Iran and suppressed their supporters
in the frontier areas of eastern Anatolia. In the course of his
campaigns in the East he turned southward and in 1516-17 defeated the
Mamluk rulers of Syria and Egypt, thus adding those lands to the Ottoman
state and acquiring control of the Muslim holy cities of Mecca and
Medina, and thereby enhancing even further the status of the Ottomans

in the world of Islam.



Under Silleyman I (1520-66), known in the west as The Magnificent,
the Empire reached its greatest power and influence. sfileyman, too,
grasped the sword of conquest and repeatedly led Ottoman campaigns in
Europe and Asia. Early in his reign Belgrad, Rhodes, and Buda were
conquered and Ottoman forces threatened Vienna. Naval power extended
Ottoman suzerainty to much of North Africa, and, in the East, Iraq and
parts of Iran were 5pquired.

The thrust for expansion continued under Selim II (1566-Th4) and
Mehmed IITI (1574-95) as well, but already the Ottomans had passed the
zenith of their military and political power, though it is only through
hindsight that the actual state of affairs is rendered clear.

Despite the Turkish origins of the House of Osman and the Islamic
faith and heritage which the Turks adopted, the Ottoman Empire was not
exclusively Turkish or Muslim, and the areas yhich were added to Osman's
emirate over the course of three centurie; of expansion included
non-Turkish Muslims and large numbers of non-Muslims as well. As the
frontier state developed into a great power it grew increasingly
sophisticated and the administrative apparatus of government and the
social demands of court life changed concomitantly. It was in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that Ottoman society and its
governing institutions developed into the forms which we must consider
here, and the chronological limits of the study spare us the less
pleasant task of describing the prolonged decay and putrefication of
the system which, by force of inertia, persisted, albeit greatly

changed, into recent times.




The Ottoman Bultan, as head of the House of Osman and foremost
ruler in the struggle of Islam against non-believers, stood at the
pinnacle of the Ottoman administration. His council of ministers,
the divan, included the highest officers in the civil-military
bureaucracy, and the heads of the religious establishment. Important
matters of state were dealt with by the Sultans and the divan, though
with the paﬁsage of time the Sultans came to be less active in the
actual deliberations.

Manpover for the extensive palace service and the bureaucracy wes
provided mostly by the devgirme, the gathering and impressment of
youths from the Christian population of the Balkans. After being
converted to Islam they were educated and trained, and by a strict
system of merit were selected for service in either the military or the
bureaucracy. Through the gixteenth century a large percentage of the
important palace functionaires, including Grand Vezirs, were drawn from
this group.

Although the Ottoman infantry troops consisted of Janissaries,
devgirme recruits, as well as various irregular forces, most of the
cavalry was drawn from a military hierarchy. Mounted troops for the
Ottoman war machine were granted benifices in the provinces. During
the period of expansion in the Balkans Muslims from the cavalry came,
in most places, to replace the local lords and were assigned
nonheritable holdings to support them ih exchange for their service

during campaigns. The largest of the benifices were assigned to



provincial governors and members of the central government .

The judicial system of the empire also reflected the dual sources
of the Ottoman heritage. The Ottomans, like other Muslim dynasties
before them,_accepted the strictures of Islamic law, Seriat. In
addition, however, the diversity of conditions in newly conquered areas,
desire for smooth integration of recently acquired territory; Turkish
tradition, and practical necessity, dictated the need for retaining
customary practices (firf, adet), and the promulgation of statutes
(kanun), to deal with situations not adequately handled by Islamic law.
The canonical rules established by the Ottomans were systemized in the
reign of Sultan Siileyman, hence his sobriequet in Turkish is the
Lawgiver, rather than The Magnificent. While all Ottoman subjects were
liable to obey the Sultanic statutes, the dual system allowed non-Muslims

to retain authority over matters of personal status in their respective
X,

comnunities.
Subjects of the Muslim-Ottoman state were organized into various

corporate bodies, each with its role, prerogatives, and perquisites,

and defined with considerable precisioﬁ. There were multiple

bureaucracies and organizations, and hence a multiplicity of social

definitions. 1In the broadest sense, Ottoman subjects were divided into

those vho were in the service of the state and those who were not.

Those serving the state included members of the bureaucracy, the

military, and various religious establishments. In theory, only Muslims

vere able to play a role, though supposedly there were no 1imits on the
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mobility of converts to Islam who could aspire to the highest positions
in the state. Considerable numbers of Christians were impressed into
service and in that way entered the mainstream of Ottoman life.

In addition to the differegtiation between servants of the state
and the rest of the population, Muslim subjects, those born into the
faith and converts alike, were distinguished from non-Muslims. In
accordance with traditional Islamic practice the "people of the book,"
Jews and Christians, were allowed to live in Muslim society and to
retain their beliefs in exchange for which they tacitly acknowledged
the superiority of Islam and paid special taxes to the authorities.
But, as we have noted, conversion enabled them to escape the various
restrictions. Within the non-Muslim communities most affairs were left
in the hands of the religious authorities allowing communities to
administer themselves, a benefit from the point of view of rulers and
subjects alike.

Matters of commerce, like the internal affairs of the minority
communities, were left in the hands of those actually involved in them
daily, and the government's concern was that the treasury be
sufficiently supplied with revenue. Hence, just as benifices were
employed to support the cavalry without expense to the treasury, customs
houses, docks, and other revenue producing enterprises, even those
normally considered the appurtenances of government, were let to tax
farmers. Income producing enterprises were sold at auction and leased

to the successful bidder for a set period of time, assuring the
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government's income before the lessor even undertook adminigtration

of the concession. Members of government, merchants, tradesmen,

Muslims and non-Muslims, all competed at various times for such leases.
By virtue of its favorable location and superb leadership the

march warrior emirate of Osman was able to best its neighbors and its

‘Christian enemies and developed into a great and sophisticated empire.

In the period of its energetic expansion and through the time of its
greatest glory the Ottoman Empire was able to assimilate rapidly large
amounts of territory. It was, in its military and religious
administration, highly centralized, but because of the humerous
corporate bodies in Ottoman society, each with its bureaucracy and
administrative system, great regional differences were acknowledged
and allowed. These continued to exist without the central government
enforcing complete uniformity. Pragmatic policies of pacification and
a tendency to lease all revenue producing p;iVileges to individuals who
vere only nominally in state service created conditions which made the
Empire prosperous. The military might and the territorial expansion
of the Empire enabled it to acquire additional sources of wealth to
support itself,

The decline of the Ottoman Eﬁpire. a longer and slower process
than its remarkable emergence on the world scene of the fourteenth to
sixteenth centuries, has been ascribed to numerous caﬁ;es, singly and

in combination. The excellent quality of the leadership exercised by

the first ten Sultans has been contrasted with the general decay of the
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dynasty and incompetence of most .of the later rulers, whose shortcomings
led to & continual crisis of leadership. The territorial expansion
which fueled the military machine and supported it slowed after the

late si*teenth century, leaving ﬁn unemployed soldiery and leading to
discontent. It has also been argued that the administrative system,
which worked well before the sixteenth century, was overextended and
overburdened by the acquisition of the Arab provinces and North Africa
.early in the sixteenth century. Rampant inflation, a Mediterranean-wide
phenomenon in the sixteenth century, the crisis surrounding the influx
of New World silver, as well as the effects of the newly opened Cape
Route, have been cited as well. In the realm of faith and ideas, some
argue that the rising influence of conservative Arab Islam induced a
reaction against the Turkish component in Ottoman traditions and against
the influence of devgirme recruits, and that these phenomena were
instrumental in undermining the liberal spirit which, until the
sixteenth century, had enabled the Ottomans to accept talent from all
the subject peoples of the Empire. The defeat of Ottoman naval forces
at the Battle of Lepanto, in 1571, has been indicated as sounding the
death knell for Ottoman sea power, with the important ramifications of
such a development for Ottoman military and commercial strength. It is,
of course, impossible to point to any single factor as "the cause" which
precipitated the decline and heralded the disintegration of Ottoman
power., It is clear, however, that it was in the sixteenth century that,
simultaneously with the apogee of their power and influence, the

Ottomans embarked on the path tb degeneration.
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Our study concerns some aspects of the history of the Jews in
the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, but we
must briefly take note of the various Jewish communities which the
Ottomans encountered during the period of their expansion, and which
comprised the majority of the Ottoman Jewish community until the end
of the fifteenth century.

The Jewish communities of Byzantine Constantinople, Anatolia
and the Balkans consisted mostly of long term residents of those places,
though a few Jews from Italy and other parts of Europe lived among them
too. Unfortunately the history of the Byzantine Jews and other Jewish
communities in the vicinity remains, if not unstudied, imperfectly
known.

For information of the size and location of the communities which
later formed part of the Ottoman Jewish community, scholars have relied
on the account of the twelfth century Spagiah-Jewiah traveller
Benjamin of Tudela, who visited and described many of these communities.
From his time until the Ottoman period there is little feliable
information. The most recent research dealing with the period of the
Fourth Crusade, for example, has pointed to the lists of Istanbul
congregations in the seventeenth century as the most satisfactory guide
in this reapect.l In fact, a more reliable guide to the names and
places of origin of the Jewish congregations of the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries exists in the form of mid-sixteenth century Ottoman

records, and they show that many changes occurred between the time they
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vere prepared and the preparation of the seventeenth century lists which
have been our guide since their publication by Uriel Heyd twenty-five
years ago.2 Hovever, when we consider that in the twelfth century
Benjamin reported some 8,500 Jewish households in Greece, the Byiantine
capital, and some of the nearby islands and the sixteenth century lists
show less than 2,000 households, it is apparent that considerable
difficulty confronts the student attempting to assess the reliability

of the figures and the effects of plague, crusades, migrations, and so
forth, not to mention the general demographic changes which may have
affected Jews and non-Jews alike in the intervening centuries.

It is unnecessary to describe here the vicissitudes of the Byzantine
Jews in the thous;nd year history of the Second Rome on the Bosphoros.
The latter years of Byzantine rule, however, reflect directly on the
history of the Jews in the Ottoman period.

Shortly after the visit of Benjamin in the twelfth century, the
Fastern Empire was thrown into disarray and never fully recovered. The
Latin Crusade of 1204, which had as its purpose the rescue of Palestine
and the holy places from Muslim rule, fell short of its goal and found
in Constantinople a suitable object for the attentions of the Western
Christians who occupied and sacked the city. Although Benjamin had seen
Jewish communities which he described as living under the yoke of
oppression,3 the Latins brought the vicious anti-Semitic violence which
had been the mark of the crusades and their spirit. The Byzantine Empire

never regained its strength after the half century of Latin rule. During
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the last centuries of its existence the political system and the
integrity of the Empire were under frequent attack, and provinces which
supplied and lent strength to the capital were slipping out of Byzantine
control. Although it has been pointed out that the political insecurity
of Michael VIII (1259-82) led to a certain moderation of Paleologue
policy toward the Jews,h the fact remains that for the Jews there was
little attraction in Byzantine life.

In the Byzantine provincial towns relations between Jews and ¥
Christians were not entirely unsatisfactory, and the Jews were often
comfortable and prosperous, though periods of good relations alternated
with especially difficult times. The changes and contradictions which
exemplify conditions in the provinces and in the capital, in which
there was continual conflict between reiterated legal privileges and
reiterated legal restrictions, and a basic hostility of Christians
toward Jews contrasted with "joint Christian-Jewish struggle against
the authorities," and even instances of Christian inclination toward
Jewish practices,5 a situation generally better than in Western Europe.

The ambiguity and lack of information regarding Byzantine Jewish
policies is reflected in the problem of taxation. It is simply unclear
how the Jews were taxed and what the significance of the various Jewish
taxes was. The few references scattered through the literature and
records dealing with centuries of Byzantine history are insufficient
to clarify the situation, and admit of no solution to the problem. We

have no clear idea of the nature of what seems to be a capitation tax
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and cannot tell wvhether the Jews, in exchange for paying such an
assessment, received some measure of communal independence.

To further exacerbate the situation, the history of the Byzantine
Jews after the Fourth Crusade hﬁa received even less attention than
earlier periods, and there is no monographic study of the Jews in the
latter years of the Eastern Rome.

We do know that the relationship between the Byzantine Jews and
their government, at least in Constantinople, was maintained through a
Rabbi who headed the community, known to the Jews as "The Rabbi';

a similar leader at Thebes as called "The Great Rabbi:"| Ve have
indications, also, that the Karaite Jews had their own leaders, and in
their case it has been suggésted that, at least in liturgical matters,
the jurisdiction of the Karaite leadership seems to embrace a far-flung
network of Karaite communal units centered around their houses of
worship.a We are confronted with the difficulty that the evidence is
not from the period immediately prior to 1453, but we do know that the
Rabbi of Istanbul who served under the Byzantines just before the
conquest continued in office after 1453, and Ottoman documents of the
late fifteenth century suggest that as late as the 1480's the Karaites'
own representatives dealt directly with the Ottoman central authorities,
rather than through the Rebbi of the Rabbinite Jews.g It is therefore
logical that we look to Byzantine institutions in seeking explanations
for some aspects of Ottoman Jewish history, but we must regret the lack

of information to guide us better.
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In addition to the few hints about Rabbis, we have information
regarding the existence of Jewish communal institutions similar to
those found elsewhere in the Muslim and Christian worlds. However, the
work of community councils and committees, and the role of elders
selected by the communities to deal with the internal affairs of the
Jews,lo are universal in medieval and early modern Jewish life, making
it problematic to judge whether specifically Byzantine-Jewish practices
existed and were held over into the Ottoman period, or after 1453 new
practices took their place, and whether there were periods of inactivity
while the situation was in flux. Our meager knowledge of Jewish history
in Byzantium, in Anatolia and the Balkans during the period of Ottoman
expansion denies us a basis on which to seek any possible elements of
continuity and to explain what elements of Jewish policy, if any, were
carried over and formed part of Ottoman reactions to and treatment of

the Jews.
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Chapter II: Muslim-Jewish relations in the

Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries

Images reverenced in Christian Churches bar the doors against
both Turk and Jew; who count us worse than cannibals for
eating our God as they say we do in the Eucharist: a scandal
we owe to the Court of Rome.

Francis Osborn, 1673

In the preceding chapter we took note of the fact that there were
Jewish communities in the Balkans and in Constantinople before and during
the rise of the Ottomans, and that among them were Rabbinite and Karaite
Jews. In addition, there were Jews from Italy who lived in Galata under
the protection of the Italian merchant community there, as well as some
Ashkenazi Jews. After 1492 Iberian and other Jews settled in the Ottoman
Empire as well. During the period of our study these communities, and
others, became Ottoman subjects. The primary taék here is to describe
Ottoman attitudes toward the Jews and Jewish attitudes toward the
Ottomans, showing how the changes in tﬂe composition of the Jewish
communities in the area affected the relations between the Jews and the
Ottomans and the application of traditional Islamic strictures on
non-Muslims to the Jewish communities under Ottoman rule.

During the rirteenth century, when the Ottomans were struggling to
reestablish themselves in the Balkans, there was considerable turmoil
among the Jewish communities in Central and Western Europe. Even if

the difficulties of the darker centuries immediately preceding the
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fourteenth are minimized, it is easy to understand the attraction

which Ottoman life, particularly when compared to life in Europe, held
for the Jews. There is no way to tell how many Jews left Christendom
for the realm of the rising Muslim 6ttomans, but with each account of
persecution in or expulsion from Christian countries it is recorded that
some Jews fled to Ottoman territory. The regularity of these reports
suggests that the Ottomans were considered reasonably tolerant
protectors and that there was a regular trickle of Jewish families
moving southward and eastward from Western and Central Europe.

There are a number of reports of Jews migrating to Ottoman
territory in the latter years of the fourteenth century. Within a year
of their expulsion in 1376, Jews from Hungary were living under Ottoman
rule.1 Expulsion from France in September 1394 sent Jews fleeing to
Edirne.2 Some of these, or others fleeing shortly thereafter, settled

3

in Ragusa (Dubrovnik) soon to become an Ottoman vassal.” From the first

quarter of the fifteenth century there are accounts of Jews expelled

from Sicily settling in Ragusa and in Ottoman territory.h We also have
>

reports of Jews arriving in Chios, under Genoese rule, in the 1390's.
There is even a claim that Jews fleeing German ghettos settled among the
Grecophone Jews in Salonika eand soon had them speaking German-Yiddish.6
We know, too, that the flow of Jews from the Iberian peninsula to the

eastern Mediterranean did not begin in the early 1490's, but rather in

the 1390's and continued throughout the fifteenth century.7 Some of the

cases mentioned here were instances of Jews migrating to areas not yet
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Ottoman territory but within the Ottoman sphere of influence. It is
evident that the effects of plague, late crusades,8 and the general
intolerance and persecution of Jews in Christian Europe resulted in the
redirection of the whole focus of Jewish 1ife which, for more than two
centuries, was to be oriented toward the Muslim East.

The attention of Jews already in the East was also drawn to the
Ottomans. In the middle of the thirteenth century, Karaite Jews fleeing
the oppression of Byzantine provincial towns fled either to
Constantinople, where conditions were somewhat better, or to the
Crimea, a center of Karaite 1ife. Early in the fourteenth century,
when the Ottomans had established their European capital at Edirne, many
Jews, including Karaites, migrated there.9 In the 1420's Jews from
Salonika, which had been purchased by the Venetians, probably fled to
Edirne.lo Thus Jews in the East were moving to Ottoman territory as
well, and it was the capital, Edirne, which drew many of them.

In the second quarter of the sixteenth century the foremost
official in the Edirne Jewish community was Rabbi Yitzhak Sarfati, the
Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of the city. He was the most important Rabbi
in the city and the author of an important letter which tells us
something of the situation of Edirne Jewry in the fifteenth century.
Sarfati himself was from Christian Europe and supposedly wrote his
letter at the behest of two recent arrivals from there, who, upon
seeing the prosperity and freedom of the Ottoman Jews, prevailed upon

him to write their European coreligionists apprising them of the
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situation and urging them to migrate. This remarkable letter advised
its recipients not only of the pleasant conditions in the Ottoman
domains, but described as well the ease of travel to Palestine and
the holy places, an attraction to those who would meke a pilgrimage
or choose to be buried there. This appeal was apparently sent in the
lh30'a.ll

It is unlikely that such a letter could be sent without the explicit
or implicit approval of the Ottoman authorities. Not only was §arfati
the preeminent Rabbi of the capital, but, like other members of the
community, he must have had some notion of Ottoman attitudes. In light
of the manner in which the Ottomans settled and welcomed Jews in Edirne,
the author of this appeal must have been secure in the knowledge that
the authorities would be pleased at such a call for Jewish immigrants
and would welcome all newcomers. We can presume, then, that in the
second quarter of the fifteenth century the Jews o{ Edirne vere a
community whose contribution to the city and the Empire was valued by
the authorities, and felt confident enough in their situation to invite
others to join them.

After the conquest of Istanbul, in 1453, the center of Ottoman
life shifted to the new capital, and Jewish immigrants often headed
there, just as Edirne had attracted them when it was imperial residence.
In addition to the continuing migration of Iberian Jews eastward there
were also refugees who were the victims of expulsion from Bavaria under

Ludwig X in 1470, and who settled both in Italy and in the Ottoman
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Empire.12 Two Jewish tax farmers, who purchased a concession for
taxes on candle production in Istanbul in 877/1472, are noted as being
from Europe and many have belonged to this group.13 In addition, we
know that Karaites from the Crimea and southern Poland were heading
for Ottoman territory about this time.lh

At the end of the fifteenth century the Ottoman Empire accepted
large numbers of Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian Jews fleeing
persecution and the regime of Inquisition which the authorities in
those Catholic countries had revived. The refugees from Spain were the
largest group, and some of them fled to Portugal and Italy, later making
a second move which brought them to Ottoman territory. Jews fled in all
directions from Iberia, mostly to the Muslim East, though some went
elsevhere in Christian Europe too.

Many Jews arriving in Ottoman ports settled within a few years
throughtut the Balkans and in some Anatolian towns as well. Within a
generation or two there were congregations from these communities in
nearly every town of consequence.15 By the early years of the sixteenth
century they had become numerically superior to the older communities
almost everywhere in the Empire, and since that time the history of the
Jews in the Ottoman Empire has been viewed largely as the history of the
Iberian Jews vho fled to the East, and the history of the other
communities, even before 1h92; has been mostly eclipséd by that of the
nev arrivals.

The shape and composiiton of the Ottoman Jewish community

continued to change after the impact of these waves of immigration.
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In the 1520's Ottoman conquests in Hungary resulted in the migration

of Jews from Buda to Balkan towns and to Istanbul.l6 After Apulia

fell under Papal control, in 1537, Jews from there fled to Ottoman
territory,l7 and throughout the 1540's and 50's Jews continued to leave
Catholic Europe bound for Ottoman territory. As late as the 1550's

the Venetians were still debating whether to expel Jevs.18 In fact,
there were expulsions from Italy as late as the end of the sixteenth
century.19 and other Jews, who were not compelled to move, but who chose,
for whatever reasons, to test their fate in the Muslim East also settled
in the Ottoman Empire.zo :

Throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, then, the shape
and composition of the Jewish communities under Ottoman rule were
continually changing. Along with those changes came corresponding
effects on the relationship between the Jews and their Ottoman hosts.

Relations between the Ottoman Jews and the Muslim community in
whose midst they lived must be considered in light of the conditions
under which protected persons (Zimmi) were allowed to live in Muslim
society_.21 Islam permitted them relative freedom to practice their
religion and participate in the life of the society, albeit with
restrictions designed to distinguish them as adherents of religions
inferior to Islam. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the degree
to which these restrictions were enforced changed a number of times.

The paucity of Ottoman documents which illuminate social conditions

until the mid-sixteenth century complicates the task of comparing those
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years to others in assessing Ottoman attitudes toward Jews. It
appears, though, that four distinct periods can be identified. The
first corresponds roughly to the reign of Sultan Mehmed II, 1451-81,

the second to the reign of his son and successor Bayezid II, 1481-1512;
the third begins with the accession of Selim I and continues through

the reigns of Sfileyman and Selim IT (d. 1574). The fourth period begins
in the last years of Selim II and encompasses changes which continued
vell into the seventeenth century, beyond the chronological limits of
this study.

Throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire it was probably
attractive for economic and personal reasons for Jews to convert to
Islam, and, indeed, Muslims believed that eventually all Jews and
Christians would or should realize the truth of the Islamic revelation
and become Muslims. However, conditions in Ottoman.society were such
that being a Jew was generally not intolerable, if perhaps somewhat
inconvenient at times. Still, the changing times and conditions
created greater or lesser pressure, and the response to the appeal of
Islam varied.

At the outset, a distinction must be made between the attitudes
toward and treatment of Jews in Ottoman society and that accorded to
Christians. The terminology used in the Ottoman documents guides us
in this regard, though at times it is the source of some confusion, a
reflection of the contradictions between the theoretical status of

non-Muslims and the actual treatment of the Jews in the fifteenth and
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and much of the sixteenth century.

: In documents from the period of Mehmed the Conqueror, when Jews
were brought to Istanbul in order to help 15 the rebuilding of the
capital, there are contradictions in the terminology employed in Jewish
matters. In some instances, Greek terminology was applied to Jewish
institutions in spite of its being inappropriate from the standpoint

of the Jews. In collecting the dues from the Jewish community for the
privilege of having an independent Chief Rabbi selected by the community
itself, the term rav, taken from Hebrew, is used to describe the
functionary whose status and duties paralleled those of the Patriarch

3 Hovever, in referring to a secondary

in the Creek community.2
functionary, apparently similar to a Greek Bishop, the Greek term
Metropolitan was borrowed,zb and in another document from the same

period the word kenise, denoting either a church or a synagogue,
occurs.25 In contrast, some administrative documents reflect careful
distinctions made among various groups. We encounter such phrases

as "some of the Infidels of Istanbul and Galata along with the Jews,"26
and "infidels of Istanbul along with the Armenians and Franks of
Kefe,"27 vhich did not include Jews. Similarly the title of a register
"Accéunt of the households of Muslims and Christians and Jews and
Armenians and others,"28 suggests that the use of the term infidel, gebr,
was to denote Greeks, or those subject to the Greek Patriarch.

In early cadastral surveys, also, there is a distinction between

Jews and other non-Muslims. In a survey dating from the period of the
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conquest there is a distinction between kfifre, infidels, and Jevs.29

This distinction persisted well into the next century. In the

sixteenth century, in fact, the situation became even more interesting
from this standpoint. At some point it was not only standard practice

to distinguish infidels, kiifre, from Jews, but it was common to refer

to Jews and Christians as "Yahudi ve zimmi.">° The normal generic term
for protected persons, zimmi, was used to designate Christians, and until
very late in the sixteenth century it was rarely applied to Jews. There
is confirmation that this was a real distinction. After the 970's/1560's
and 980's/1570's, when there was a return to stricter enforcement of
restrictions on Jews, the phraseology of orders regarding this change
leaves little doubt that uniformity in restrictions on non-Muslims was
not previously the case. This is emphasized with such phrases as "Jews
and other infidels . . . ,"31 "in accordance with my order infidels,

,“32 and several other ones.

vhether they be Jews or others .
The distinction which was made between Jews and Orthodox Christians,
vho vere referred to as zimmis, was a reflection of reality. While the
theological opposition of Islam to Judaism in the Ottoman Empire may
always have been strong, Jews were allowed considerably more freedom
than Christians. Since there is no theological explanation for this
differentiation, the answer probably 1%es in the fact that the Orthodox,
as previous masters of Istanbul and formerly the masters of independent

states in the Balkans, supporters of Christian Europe in the struggle

against the Ottomans, posed a considerably greater threat to the




Ottomans than did the Jews. In any case, it is clear that Jews and
Christians were treated differently. Recent research shows that,
beginning with the conquest of Istanbul, the Ottomans pursued an
active policy of closing and suppressing churches and of steadily
undermining the fabric of Christian neighborhoods and communal life.33
In other words, the theory of zimmi status, by which protected peoples
wvere merly tolerated at best, was strictly applied to the Orthodox
population of Istanbul. In the case of the Jews there vas a
considerable divergence between theory and practice.

A few synagogues survived from the Byzantine period and were
serving the Greek Rabbinite, Ashkenazi, Italian, and Karaite communities
of the city at the time of the conquest.3h However, they were
insufficient to serve the needs of the new arrivals from the provinces
whom the Ottomans sent to Istanbul to participate in the rebuilding of
the capital after 1453. Jewish sources report that each of the groups,
arriving under programs of forced migration or voluntarily, established
its own synagogue.35 While it may be that these were often small houses
or rooms used for group prayer, even that practice was a violation of the
gGeriat. Perhaps such facilities were considered less offensive than
churches to the majority of Muslims because they did not represent the
regime or the beiiefa of the longtime enemy. Nor, one might suppose,
wvere fhe Jews associated particularly with the old regime in the same
way as were the remaining Greeks. Therefore, some suitable compromise

was reached by which the Jews were able to fulfill their spiritual needs
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without provoking the wrath of the authorities or the Muslim
population. The compromise seems to have been that, in the interests
of the state, the Seriat was simply ignored.

By the close of the fifteenth century the Jews of Istanbul were
vell established and important to the life of the city. The latter
fact accounts, in great measure, for the welcome accorded the Jewish
refugees from Spain and Portugal who arrived in the 1490's. However,
it appears that after the accession of Sultan Bayezid II, in 886/1L81,
the Jews were under considerably greater pressure to convert than they
had been during the reign of the Conqueror. The chronicler Eliyahu
Capsali reports that Bayezid closed synagogues which had been built
after 1453 because they were illegal according to Seriat, and that Jews
were under pressure to convert to Islam.36 There is circumstantial
evidence which suggests that the chronicle may be correct in these
respects. It is difficult to find evidence which reflects the reality
of the brief period betweeﬂ 1492, when large numbers of refugees arrived
from Spain, and 1512, when Sultan Selim I ascended the throne and,
according to Capsali's chronicle, reopened the synagogue which had
been closed. One report from Salonika, dating from the late 1490's,
says that it was prohibited to build permanent synagogues, that the
Jews had to content themselves with low buildings, and that it was
dangerous to allow their voices to be heard outside lest they attract
the enmity of the popula.ce.37 This 18 not inconsistent with what we

knov of restrictions on non-Muslims in general and of Ottoman practice




in many periods. However, two generations later Rabbinic sources refer
to permanent synagogues in Salonika built in the first half of the
sixteenth century.3a Certainly in Salonika, in Istanbul, as well as

in other towns, there were buildings constructed for use as synagogues.
Documents from the seventeenth century concerning a conflict over a
building constructed by the Karaite community of Istanbul as a

synagogue show that it was finally conceded in court that certain claims
could not be made by the Jews because even they admitted that the
building was no more than 120-130 years old, i.e., dated from the
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mid-sixteenth century. There is, then, evidence to show that
synagogues were built before and after Bayezid's reign despite the
statement that in the latter years of the fifteenth century permanent
facilities were prohibited to the Salonika Jews. While the evidence

is not conclusive, it strongly suggests that the chronicler was correct
in his account, and that there was indeed a period in which, under
Sultan Bayezid II, synagogues were closed by the government .

There is further evidence to support the contention that there
were increased demaﬁds on the Jews in regard to religion. The
conversion of the Jewish physician Hekim Yakub, who had served Mehmed
the Conqueror, occurred within two years of Bayezid's accession,ho and
it may be that it was necessary for him to convert in order to maintain
his position at court or his rank. It is also reported that the Jewish

b1

physician Joseph Hamon was under pressure to become a Muslim. In

addition, a document from Bayezid's reign shows that an important Jewish



tax farmer, who had been in prison for nearly a decade because of past
debts due the government, converted to Islam gnd was f'reetl.h2 There

do not seem to be other such instances in the documents, either before
or after the period of Bayezid ITI, which show that conversion to Islam
sufficed to obtain one's freedom from such obligations though there are
numerous examples of imprisoned tax farmers. We do not know if such an
offer, conversion in exchange for freedom, was put forth in other
periods, but it is difficult to believe that, 1f made, such a proposal
would have been universally declined.

After the reign of Sultan Bayezid there was a period of considerable
leniency in regard to restrictions on Jews. The clearest reflection of
this is the evidence of return to stricter enforcement, later in the
century, of Seriat restrictions regarding the repair of synagogues and
similar probléms, such as the expansion of cemeteries. 1In discussing
the fines for violating the rules regarding the repair or restoration
of damaged or destroyed churches according to the Kanunname of Sultan
Siileyman, Heyd pointed out that in the case of even a single brick
being added or the building being expanded even the slightest a large
fine was to be levied and the building razed.h3 This strictness, and
the actual enforcement of such a stern policy, is one of the factors
wvhich Binswanger cites as an integral part of the Ottoman policy of
suppressing Istanbul Christians in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries.hh In mentioning this rule, Heyd adds Jews and synagogues

only paranthetically, suggesting that this sddition may not be justified
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by the text but only by annlogy.h5

If that is indeed the case, it may
constitute one more piece of evidence illustrating the lenient treatment
accorded to the Jews in certain periods when compared with the strict
enforcement of the law to which the Christians were subjected.

Some other aspects of the restrictions applied to protected persons
in Ottoman society have been particularly well known because they
attracted the attention of European travellers in the Ottoman Empire and
also because documents dealing with them were among the earliest from
the Ottoman archives to be published. Restrictions on the clothing
which non-Muslims wore are quite well known. In accordance with the
dress code of the Empire, Jews were assigned certain colors and styles
of clothing and footwear, and, like Christians, were enjoined from
vearing finery, silks, Jewels, and so forth, though the frequent orders
prohibiting such practices testify eloquently to the considerable abuse
and laxity of enforcement. Not that the finery and jewels of the Jews
passed unnoticed in the early and mid sixteenth century, but until the
latter part of the century they were tolerated. It is even reported
that Jewish traders abroad wore white turbans, reserved at home for
Muslims, and this was interpreted as a symbol of their being respected
subjects of the Sultan and that they fully expected to be treated as
such when trading in Christian coun'c.ries.l'6

Closely associated with the clothing restrictions were those on
slave holding, in particular the prohibitions on Muslim slaves being

owned by non-Muslim masters. Jews and Christians were active in the
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slave trade and they also paid extra taxes for the privilege of keeping
slaves.hT Violations were common in this area as well. The spate of
late sixteenth century orders regarding clothing is accompanied by a
similarly large number dealing with violations in regard to slaves.
These orders probably resulted from the rising influence of religious
conservatives along with envy of the wealth displayed by members of

the Jewish community. The orders from the 970's/1560's-990's/1580's
published by Refikhe and Galante‘hg as well as simliar unpublisheq

ones, reflect. the changes in standards of enforcement and the fact that
it was necessary to issue decrees every few years to reenforce the terms
of previous edicts testifies to the resistance of the community to these
measures and their ineffectual enforcement. The habits of a century and
more were well entrenched, and, apparently, the Jews must have argued
that such practices were long permitted. xp fact, one government decree
goes so far as to say that, even though in the time of Silleyman it was
permitted for Jews to keep slaves, it was not legal and would no longer
be tolerated. As usual, it was ordered that Jewish owned slaves were

to be sold, and that those who refused to divest themselves of their

ge It was unusual for the Ottoman

human property were to be imprisoned.
authorities to admit under any circumstances that previous practice had
been bad, though in this case they perhaps pointed to the period of
Sultan Silleyman as an aberration during which the good practice of
previous times had been temporarily set aside, now to be reestablished.

The mention in some regulations of Jews only may suggest, once again,
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that they were the main culprits or, perhaps, the most visible. 1In

any case, once more the impression is confirmed that through the earlier

years of the sixteenth century Jews were able to flaunt openly many of

the theoretical strictures within thch they supposedly were to live,

and that they had considerable freedom in their daily lives and habit.
Other kinds of restrictions than those on dress and slave holding

were ignored as well. A letter from Vidin, dating from the 1530's, is

filled with bitter complaints about the uncle of the author who had

been outfitted at the writer's expense with a horse and a sword and

sent on a mission for the unhappy correspondent who found the results

Sk

quite unsatisfactory. Neither horses nor swords were permitted to
Jews, but it is unlikely that this instance was unique. Especially in
the countryside, where distances were greater than in the city and roads
insecure, such violations were probably common.

In all,-the impression left by the surviving accounts from the
period is that from the earliest Ottoman contacts with the Jews until
the latter part of the sixteenth century it was not particularly onerous
to live as a Jew under the Muslim Ottomans. The restrictions which
Islam demanded were, with the exception of a period at the end of the
fifteenth and beginning of the sixteenth century, ignored in part or
entirely. This liberal attitude toward Jews stands in marked contrast
to the treatment accord;d Christians who, for reasons of politics,

probably more than of Islamic theology, were under a considerably

stricter regime.
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In spite of the relatively liberal treatment accorded the Jews,
the temptation to convert to Islam must have been strong. While Jews
wvere not subject to impressment for Janissary and other forms of
service, as were most Christians, there was still conversion.

One of the earliest accounts of a Jew converting to Islam in the
Ottoman period is the claim that Torlak Kemal, a disciple of the rebel
feyh Bedreddin around the beginning of the fifteenth century, was a

e

converted Jew from Manisa named Samuel. While this may not be
verifiable there is considerable evidence from the latter half of tgé
fifteenth century of Jews con;erting to Islam, having found the

prospect of conversion too attractive to ignore. In the late 1k70's,

for example, the records show a Jew. from the Salonika congregation of
Istenbul end a recent convert jointly farming certain salt taxes in

the Sﬁloniku area.53 While it is mildly surprising that a convert to
Islam would be on such good terms with his fofhex coreligionists, it is
more likely than finding a former Christian in partnership with a Jew.Sh
In other cases the evidence is even clearer. Records of the Aya Sofya
mosque show a section of prop;rties described as pious trusts established
by Jews, and the names of recent.converts appear there as well.55 There
are frequent occurrences of the names of con#erts in the fiscal records
of the late fifteenth century, but it is not always possible to tell
former Christians from former Jews. In some instances it is reasonably

clear from the names of their partners and associates, or from the

previous records, whether they are Jewish converts, but it is impossible
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to say with certitude what portion of the new converts to Islam came
from the Jewish community. Examples such as the Sultan's physician
Hekim Yakub, whose career is documented in various sources, are rare,
and his conversion is said to have caused considerable consternation
among the Jews.

Lists of the important functionaries in the administration during
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries include numerous converts from
Christianity, voluntary converts, renegades, and those impressed by the
devgirme, but the absence of Jews in such lists is notable. The
defterdar Abdiisselam Celebi, who served for about one year in the 1520's,
is said by some to have been a Jewish convert.56 Even if he was, ve are
hard pressed to find other examples. This is an indication of the
easier lot which befell the Jews in the Empire during these two centuries,
and that there were sufficient opportunities available for Jews that
conversion was not the only means of gaining a chance to earn a good
living or participate in the life of the society.

Rabbinic sources from the sixteenth century do complain about the
conversion of Jews to Islam and of the low motives of the converts.
Often, they say, it was for réeasons of personal ambition or to escape
the rule of certain Jewish legal institutions, most often in cases of
marriage and divorce. Conversion was threatened also in instances where
individuals hoped to influence the Rabbis and judges to decide in their
ravor.57

In some instances conversion may bave been a device to avoid

unpleasant treatment at the hands of the government rather than a measure
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to evade the Jewish authorities. A Jewish convert who was forcibly
resettled (sfirgiin) in Tunis petitioned the government to allow his
return home and claimed he was exempt from such deportation, but his
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request was denied. It may be that his conversion was a ploy to avoid
deportation in the first place.

From the middle of the sixteenth century there is evidence in the
Ottoman documents regarding conversion which not only confirms the
situation described by the Rabbis, but also shows that the Ottoman
authorities were not at all passive or indifferent, though contrary to
Muslim doctrine they seem to have differentiated between converts and
Muslims by birth. A fiscal register from 960/1552-53 records a tax
payment by "recent converts from the-Greek (Rum) community who have
taken the name Mehmed."59 Ten years later, a list of individuals in
prison shows one Mehmed b. Abdullah, a typical name for a convert; the
register noteé that he was a converted Jew caué%ﬁ“one night stealing and
was therefore sent to the gnlleys,6o the same punishment accorded a
Muslim vho had killed a Jew!®!

Cases of insincerity and of interference with conversion to Islam
wvere considered serious enough to be handled in the capital, even if
they occurred in the provinces. In one instance the Kadi of ﬁskﬂp was
ordered to send to Istanbul on Yahya and six of his friends in order to
allow the feyhiilislam to deal with them personally. They were described

as people knowledgable in Jewish affairs who had converted to Islam and

subsequently were accused of backsliding.62 Similarly, the Rabbi of
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Erbil and other members of the Jewish community were ordered sent to
Istanbul for having persuaded a woman who had converted to return to

Judaism.63

The religious prerogatives of Islam were, it appears,
‘carefully defended by the uuthorities.

Under certain circumstances the rights of the Jews and Judaism
vere also protected by the authorities in the capital. In instances
vhere Christians, apparently under the influence of European teachings,
made accusations of blood libel against the Jews, the accusers were sent
to Istanbul and made to repeat the slander before the divan, where they
vere dealt with harshly, a practice which was followed in all the cases
which have come to light thus fur.sh

Despite the desire to expose the Jews to the correctness of Islam,
late in the sixteenth century, when restrictions on protected persons
vere being more rigorously enforced than before, it was ordered that
all copies of the Koran or Muslim religious tracts in the possession of
Jews be seized. The edict stated that Jews in Istanbul, using the
excuse that their children might want to look at them, were in possession
of Muslim holy texts. A house to house search in order to confiscate
all partial or complete manuscripts was ordered, and those possessing
them were to be arrested. The need for secrecy, to insure that the
searches would be a complete surprise, was stressed.65

In the market place of religious ideas, then, some people were

attracted to Islam and converted. Apparently some were motivated by

ambition based on the logical belief that as Muslims in a Muslim society
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they might follow paths otherwise closed to them. As often as not, it
seems that people converted in order to escape the wrath of the Jewish
courts or the strictures of Jewish law. While conversion certainly did
occur, it does not appear that there were apostates deserting the Jewish
community by the thousands. In the multi-communal Ottoman society one
could easily escape the grasp of one's own community by conversion to
Islam, and the Ottoman authorities certainly encouraged conversion, but,
despite the search of 988/1580 and the greater enforcement of restriqyions
vhich occurred toward the end of the century, it does not appear that\
pressure to-ndopt Islam was so great that it threatened the integrity
of the Jewish community or its institutions.

The relationship between the Ot@oman authorities and the Jewish
community in regard to religious affairs is only one aspect of the
Muslim-Jewish relationship. In the realm of day to day relations it is
difficult to know what the social atmosphere of bttoman towns was.

This is due to the nature of the sources and to the fact that the events
which were recorded by Jews or others were the exceptional rather than
the typical. Batisfactory social intercourse and commercial activities
did not attract the attention of contemporary writers. In addition, it
must always be borne in mind that in Ottoman society social life was
centered within each community, so that contacts outsiae the context of
commerce were probably limited. It has recently been pointed out that
the court records of Istanbul show surprisingly few cases of dealing

with Christians. This is a testimony to the efficacy of the Greek
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church in keeping control of communal atfuirs.66
holds true for the Jews.

The social isolation of groups from one another is confirmed by
the general absence of references fo Jews in Ottoman historical sources.
Plunder of Jewish, as well as other, homes and shops is occasionally
noted, as during the Janissary riots after the death of Sultan Mehmed II,
but such events were so important that they uttrncﬁed the attention of
the Jewish and Greek sources as well. In the same vein, Jewish sources
mention the exactions of corrupt officials and governors, which probably
became increasingly frequent as the sixteenth century progressed, but
they do not give the impression that 1ife was intolerable or that the
Jews were the exclusive victims of such practices.

The Ottoman documents do give the impression that something of a
double standard existed in the availability of legal protection.‘
especially away from the capital. In one instance a group of unruly
sipahis had been harassing and robbing Jews in Edirge to the point of
seizing their'women and children, presumably for ranson. Despite two
complaints by the Jews, it was not until the offenders were accused of
frequenting the quarters of the wives of military officers that firm
orders were issued sending some to the galleys and turning others over
to their officers for punishment which, we may surmise, waé executed
with considerably more zeal than thaﬁ réceived by their feliows at the

hands of anonymous masters in the galleys.sTA‘We have other reports of

attacks on Jews, but the incidents which are recorded are those in which
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punishment was meted out to the offendgra.ea There are even records of
officers from Istanbul being sent to the provinces to ensure that local
administrators complied with orders regarding the protection of Jews
or the recovery of stolen property, leaving the impression that the
status of Jews in the capital and in the eyes of the central authorities
was considerably higher than that accorded them in the provinces,
and that provincial communities relied on the centrai go?erﬁment for
protection when the local administrators did not perform their duty.69

In keeping with the double standard of the Seriat, Jews in the
wrong were dealt with severely in cases where they infringed on the
social limits and directly violated the prerogatives of Muslims. A
man caught after a tryst with the wife of a sipahi and who, according
to the document, had a history of such activity, was ordered hanged;
the woman was thrown into the sea.To In other cases, the impression is

x

created that the feriat was used in order to find“some pretext for
personal revenge through the vehicle of the courts.Tl Charges of false
testimony and corruption of judges in the Muslim courts are found in
the Rabbinic literature and in narrative sources as well.72

The occasions of abuse and harassment of Jews seem relatively
small in number, leaving the impression that these aberrations were
not very frequent and not oppressive enough to overwhelm the community
or to cause disenchantment on the part of the Jews. On the contrary,
the impression gained from the Hebrew sources is that the Jews were

firmly avare of the community of interests which existed between them
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and. the Ottomans, especially in comparison to relations with the
Christians of Europe.

Confirmation of the coﬁmonﬁlity of interests between Muslims and
Jews is also indicated by the fucf that European Christians perceived
the Jews as allies of Islam and were well aware of Muslim-Jewish
cooperation. Certainly the activity of important Jewish financiers
and politicians representing the Ottoman government abroad did not pass
unnoticed. European sources are the basis for much of our knowledge
of their careers. In addition, it appears that Christian pirates

nT3

plundered "Turks and Jews, their sworn enemies, and that Europeans

considered the Jews to be agents who regularly reported to the

0ttomans.7h
There are vel} known examples of overt Jewish support for the

Ottomans in the struggle against the European powers. The two best

known instances of Jewish support for the campaigning Ottomans are

the frequently cited instances of the Jewish contributions to the

conquests of Buda, in the early sixteenth century, and of Rhodes.

We also have reports of sympathy for the Ottomans dufing the siege

of Chios. An unpublished Ottoman document shows dramatically the

mutual interests which existed in some Greek towns. In the late 1570's

it had apparently been proposed to resettle (sfirgiin) Jews from Inebahti

(Lepanto) elsewhere. The order was rescinded, however, because of

extensive Jewish mukataa holdings in the area, commercial and trade

activities of the Jewish community, and the attempt of the Jews to
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increase the revenue derived from dock and customs fees. In support
of the Jews testimony was obtained from the commander of the fortress
(dizdar), infantry commander (azab aEasl),.commander of the artillery
(topcu b;s1) and other military commanders to the effect that the Jews
had played an important role in the "naval battle" (presumably of
1571) and had helped in the provisioning of the fortress and its

75

defenders. It is clear that throughout the sixteenth century it was
a generally accepted fact that the interests of Jews and Muslims -
coincided frequently, and all the parties involved, Jews, Muslims,

and Christians, were aware of the situation.

There is also linguistic evidence which alone might not be
sufficient to prove Muslim-Jewish harmony, but taken along with the
other indications buttresses the conclusions already reached. The use
of the term uncircumcized,{;7, to describe Christians certainly pointed
to a bond, at‘least in the mind of Jewish write?s\yho saw themselves as

allies of Islam against Europe.76

The fifteenth century letter of
Rabbi Yitzhak Sarfati, inviting European Jews to Ottoman territory
clearly exploited this theme in describing the lands of Europe as
oppressive and contending that the world of Islam was a desirable home

{f16

for the Jews. Sixteenth century responsa reflect this understanding

too, for Jews coming from Europe are described as leaving the lands of

8
the Gentiles to seek refuge under the protection of the Ottoman Sultan]
and while the Sultan was not a Jew, neither was he referred to as a

Gentile. This distinction seems like reciprocity for the Ottoman
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differentiation between Jews and other non-Muslims when official
terminology reflected the view that Jews were not within the general
category of zimmis.

In contrast to the situation-prevailing betveen Jewe and Muslims,
the relationship between Jews and the Christian subjects of the Empire
was less satisfactory. As most of the information on this question
relates to Istanbul and the Greek provinces, it is possible to speak
only of Jews and Greeks, though the occasional referen;és to relations
with other Balkan peoples do not reflect a significantly better
situation. Whatever evidence is available must be considered in light
of the fact that, as in the case of Muslim-Jewish relations, the
exceptional and the acrimonious were the events most likely to attract
attention and find their way into written sources.

One of the bases for Greek-Jewish animosity must have been the
theologically-based tension between them. While Muslims may have
felt that the Jews were, at best, unwilling to accept the truth of
the Muslim revelation and, at worst, corrupters of textual traditions
and thus contemptible, this was a far cry from the charge of deicide,
a source of Christian enmity towards Jews by the Eastern and Western
churches. The treatment of Jews under the Byzantines was not
particularly lenient or understanding, and there is no reason to
believe that the events of 1453 and later in any way moderated Greek
attitudes toward the Jews. When the seed of blood 1libel accusations

vas planted in the sixteenth century, probably by European Christians,
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it was in the Greek community tﬁut it took ﬁold.Tg

After the conquest in 1453, the Jews were encouraged by the
Ottomans to play an active role in the life of the city, and were even
sent from the provinces to help in the process of reconstruction. This
must have been unpopular in the Greek community, but was probably a
minor irritation compared to the loss of the city itself. The
establishment of a Chief Rabbinate equal in statur; to the Patriarchate
of the Orthodox must have constituted an insult to the Greek commdni?y
vhether the Ottomans intended it or not. The claim that the Chief
Rabbi took precedence over the Patriarchate on ceremonial occasions
cannot be verified, but it certainly suggests conflict between the
two groups.

There is evidence of considerable commercisl rivalry, beginning as
early as the 1470's, when Greek and Jewish investment groups were often
in competition for government tax farms. The ;;ébess of the Ottoman
Jews in the latter years of the fifteenth century probably did little
to endear them to their Greek competitors. Further indication of this
hostility is that while instances of Muslim-Jewish commercial
partnerships are quite common, similar arrangements between Jews and
Greeks are quite rare, and the few known instances were often the basis

of contention and bitter court battlea.ao

The theme of Greeks
perceiving an economic threat from the Jevish community does occur in
the Jewish literature,al and there are occasional reports of Greeks

attacking Jews, a situation which, at one point in the sixteenth century,
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grew 8o bothersome that the Salonika Jewish community petitioned
Istanbul for relief. There are occasional reports of similar attacks
elsevhere.82

From what 1little we know of the situation it seems that the
relations betwveen Greeks and Jews were not particularly cordial. The
two groups had little in common, few common interests, and perceived
no common philosophical or religious tradition which could serve as
the basis for cooperation, rather than enmity. If there was any
{identifiable bond of good will which existed between religious
communities in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it was that
between Muglims and Jews, neither of whom had much in common with the
Orthodox.

In the early years after the conquest the Ottomans were greatly
concerned with establishing in their new capital a pro-Ottoman
population. In light of their previous experience with the Jews and
the recent wars with the Greeks, it is little surprise that the Jews
were accorded better treatment. Jews from Ottoman towns were a
natural choice for resettlement in the new capital as they were more
reliable and devoted to the Ottomans thnﬁ Orthodox Christians were,
and the Jews sawv in the Ottomans protectors against the intolerance of
Christianity in the East and in the West.

The general impression of Muslim-Jewish relations in the Ottoman
context during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries is one of

community of interests. From the earliest times the Ottomans seem
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to have welcomed Jews to their territory and to have found in the
communities already existing in places which they conquered a
cooperative element. The Jewish response to this tolerance was a
steady flow of Jews from Christian countries to Ottoman domains.

During the period of Sultan Bayezid II the situation was in flux
for some years because he attempted to enforce more strictly the
restrictions on the Jewish community which Islam demanded, though he
did not allow this to affect the policy of welcoming Jews from Europe.
The reenforcement of discriminatory measures according to the Seriat
did not, though, acerbate Muslim-Jewish relations permanently.

After the accession of Sélim I, in 1512, and for half a century
or more thereafter, Jews were once again allowed to live nearly
unfettered by the measures normally applied to non-Muslim subjects of
the Sultans. In these years, the period of their greatest prosperity,
Jews were allies wérking within Ottoman society and behaved accordingly.
Toward the end of the century, due perhaps to the increasing influence
of conservative Muslim religious leaders and perhaps to the
wealth or arrogance of the Jewish community, the enforcement of
restrictions was stepped up. The increasingly tight fetters imposed
on Jewish life and the activities of the Jews necessitated the changing
of habits which had persisted for a number of generations. It may have
taken as many subsequent generations, leading us well beyond the
chronological limits of this work, before it was possible to enforce
effectively in the Jewish community strictures to which, in theory,

the Jews had been subject all along.




Notes

1 5. A. Rozanes, History of the Jews in Turkey, 2nd ed. (Sofia,
1930-38), I, 8-9, 9 n. 15. ;

. Ibid.; pp. 11, 128

3 Bari¥a Krekié, Dubrovnik in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Centuries (Norman, Oklshoma, 1972), p. 30.

~ Ibid., p. 30, and Morris 8. Goodblatt, Jewish Life in Turkey

in the Sixteenth Century (New York, 5712/1952), p. 10,

5 Piilp P. Argenti The Religious Minorities of Chiés (Cambridge,
1970), P n. 5, cites Paula Villa, “Documenti sugli Ebrei a Chio
nel 139h in "Atti della Societa Ligure di' Storia Patria n.s.v. (LXXIX),
fasc. 1 (Genos, 1965), pp. 127-29, No. &, pp. 373-T1.

6 Michael Molho with Abraham Mevorah, Histoire des Israglites de
Castoria (Thessaloniki, 1938), p. 21.

7

Ovadiah-1939, p. L06.

S 8. Spitzer, "The Ashkenazim in the Ottoman Empire from the
Middle of the Fifteenth Century until the Middle of the Sixteenth
Century,"” (Hebrew), in East and Maghreb, pp. 59-79.

9 Abraham Danon, "The Karaites in European Turkey," Jewish
gggrterlx Review, n.s., XV (1924-25), 296.

Bovman, p. 86, after I. S. Emmanuel, Histoire de 1'Industrie
des Tissus de Salonique (Lausanne and Puriu, 1935), P. 50 and
Joseph Nehamn, Histoire des Israélites de Salonique, 3 vols. (Paris
and Salonika, 1936), pp. 109-110.

: 1 General histories of the Jews such as H. Graetz, History of the
Jews, 5 vols. (Philadelphia, 1895) and S§. M. Dubnow, History of the
Jews, translated by M. Spiegel, 10 volumes in 5 (New York, 1973) have
dated the letter variously at the period after the arrival of the
Spanish Jews ca. 1492 or the period immediately after the conquest of
Istanbul in 1453. Rozanes, I, 16 n. 29 suggests 1427-30 and Nehama,

I, 117, on the basis of textual evidence suggests 1430-U0. 1In any case
it will be reasonably clear from the discussion below of events after
1453 (Chapter 3 ) that there is little likelihood of such a letter
being sent by Sarfati after that date. We would at least expect a
reference to the conquest of 1U53, or that the Rabbis of Istanbul
would have sent the appeal.




kg

e Rozanes, I, 36.

13 wu 176, p. Ubv, "an Frengistéin."

h Danon, op. eit., p. 304.
o See Appendix 1.

1608 Marous, "Adrianople,”, EJ, II, 317. Spitzer, op. cit.,
p. 65 n. 17 cites |/ akg yws> . Tapu bok, p. 89. TK 5, p. 36b.
Tapu 416, p. 65.

& Molho-Castoria, p. 2k.

8 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World
in the Age of Philip II, 2 vols. (New York, 1966), p. B10 n. 3L6;
Marciana 7991 C VII 4 fol. 110vo.-111 and Museo Correr Dond Della Rosa
fol. 155 8 VII 1550.

19

Braudel, p. l15.
0 Ibid., p. 800

= In some Islamic contexts groups other than Jews and Christians
vere considered, or treated like, protected persons, but in the Ottoman
Empire the question concerns Christians and Jews.

e These are primarily the Miihimme defterleri. See Uriel Heyd,
Ottoman Documents on Palestine, 1552-1615 (Oxford, 1960).

e3

KK 2411, p. 20 (misnumbered as .6

2 pia.

25 M 19, pp. 29a-b.

% v 16155, p. 33.

AR Barkan, "Fatih Cfmi ve Imareti Tesislerinin 1489-90
Yillarina §it Muhasebe Bilangolari," Ik. Fak. Mec., XXIII (1962-63),
307.

28 s p 952l

29

30 21960, p. 122; MM 19322, p. 12; Tapu 370, pp. 4-5; Mith. 35
p. 346 No. 878, 8 N 986.

Tapu 1/1 M, p. 259, regarding Tire in 855/1451-857/1453.




50

3 wan. 3b, p. 132, No. 28k, 12 § 986.

32 yan. 43, p. 3Y, N6. T1, 14 R 988.

33 Karl Binswanger, Untersuchungen zum Status der Nichtmuslime
im Osmanischen Reich des 16. Jahrhunderts, mit einer Neudefinition
des Begriffes 'Dimma,"—ﬁéitrﬁge zur Kenntnis Slidesteuropas und des
Nahen Orients, Band 23 (Minchen,1977), 6L-127, 147-207.

2 Kiinds. At
3 Ibide Iy 22,
36

Eliyahu Capsali, Seder Eliyahu Zuta by Rabbi Eliyahu Capsali
(Hebrew), vol. 1, edited by Aryeh Shmuelevitz (Jerusalem, 1975),
p. 272 £.

37

38 Ibid., I, 132 n. TT cites S ‘0 1°1' #7382 who refers to
synagogues "built by our fathers," ., wi3e 1J? '8¢ , meaning the
previous few generations.

Rozanes, I, 132 n. 76 cites AZIPD “piiie (ﬁ/' A3,

7 Danon, XV, 325 n. 183 and XVII, 252-53.

40 s & 7851.

b1 H. H. Ben-Sasson, "The Generation of the Spanish Exiles on its
Fate" (Hebrew), Zion, XXVI, p. 28 cites Yos. b. Meir Gerson, MS, Br.
Mus. Or. 10726 fol. 219v 16-2T.

" L. Fekete, Die Siyagat-Schrift in der Tiirkischen Finanzverwaltung,
(Budapest, 1955),.I, 130-31; 11, plate 5=TKS D 7198.

b3 Uriel Heyd, Studies in 0ld Ottoman Criminal Law, edited by
V. L. Menage (Oxford, 1973), 28l n. 9.

4 Binswanger, 6L4-127.

5 Heyd-Law, p. 28L.

¥ Paul Grunebaum, "Les Juifs d'Orient d'apres les geographes et
les voyageurs,” REJ, XXVII, 131 after Belon iii: chapter XII. Braudel,
p. 806 n. 256 cites Belon, p. 181.

5T w4 17892, p. UT.



o1

48 A. Refik, Onuncu asr-i hicrede istanbul ha ati, Tarih-i Osmani
Enclmeni K@llliyati, no. 6 (istanbul, 1333/1914-15), pp. 62ff., T2ff.

h9 The bibliography lists various documentary collections edited
by Galente. Most of the documents from the Ottoman archives were
provided by Refik and other scholars, and Calante published French
translations. Not all of his documents, however, were published in
Turkish editions.

%0 Mih. 31, p. 90, No. 222, 12 Ca 985.

91 pavid Ginsberg, "Jewish Personal Letters from the Year 1533"
(Yiadish), Yivo Bleter, XIII (1938), 338.

ge Rozanes, I, 9.

o4
54

MM 176, p. 265a.
See below pp. L0, Lk,
> MM 19, p. 5b.

56 Abrsham Galante, Tiirkler ve Yahudiler, 2nd ed. (fstanbul, 1947),
p. 128 after Evilya Celebi I; 345, perhaps based on Gelibolulu Ali,
cf. Mehmed Sfireyya, Sicill-i Osmani (Istanbul, 1890-93), III, 337,
vhile 1.H. Danigmend, Tzahl: Osmanli Tarihi Kronolojisi (istanbul
1971), II, L3, says he was either an Arab or a Jew.

o1 Goodblatt, 104 n. 30, cites ~e*3e¢> II, 152, 20k; III, 10, 55,
81, 82, 168, 170; 1V, 52, 88, 128, 130, 200, 331, 359 and I. M. Goldman,
The Life and Times of Rabbi David Ibn Abi Zimra (New York, 5731/1970),
. 130 n.183 cites  g+p3 1, 69, 175, 180, 351; II, 459, 460; 1V, 12,
91.

58 Min. 28, p. 241, No. 582 25 B 98k.

%9 kK 1766, p. 49.

60 ¢ 677, p. 1.
6l nia., p. 30.
62

Mih. 12, p. 332, No. 15k,
63

Gh_Uriel Heyd, "Ritual Murder Accusations in Fifteenth and Sixteenth
Century Turkey" (Hebrew), Sefunot, V (1961), 135-L9.

Mith. 19, p. 207, No. 427 T Ra 980.




52

65
66

67 Min. 55, p. 89, No. 155 15 Z 992; p. 177, No. 320 8 § 993;
No. 376 11 Ra 993.

68

Mih. 39, p. 215, No. 437 12 M 988,

Binswanger, p. 156.

Mih. 21, p. 267 No. 641 16 Z 980.
69 win. 43, p. 195, No. 354 7 B 988.
™ Min. 22, p. 11, No. 27 21 M 981.

™ Min, 34, p. 219, No. 62 10 Re 986.

22 Samuel Usque, Consolation for the Tribulations of Israel,
tranaslated by Martin A. Cohen (Philadelphis, 1965), pp. 211-12.

3 Nicholas H. Biegman, The Turco-Ragusan Relationship (The Hague
and Paris, 1967), p. 151.

7h

Ibid., p. bO n. 51.

> Min. 35, p. 135, No. 33 9 C 986.

76 Jacob Leveen, "An Eyewitness Account of the Expedition of the
Florentines against Chios," BSOAS, XII (1948), 5k7-48, 551-53.

i
I, 28k,

78 A. Namdar, "On the Interpretation of Community Ordinances by
R. Samuel de Medina,"” in East and Maghreb, pp. 316-17, 317 n. 90.

9 Uriel Heyd, "Ritual Murder Accusations in Fifteenth and
Sixteenth Century Turkey" (Hebrew), Sefunot, V (1961), 135-49, and
Abraham Galante, Histoire des Juifs de Rhodes, Chio, Cos, etc.
(Istanbul, 1927), p. B9.

80 pin. 35, p. 346, No. 878 B N 986; p. 409, No. 1048 2k T 986
p. 110, No. 1049 25 L 986; p. L10, No. 1050 24 L 986; Fekete No. 315.

& Y. R. Molho, "Rabbi Moshe Almosnino, Procurer of Independence
for the Salonika Community in the Sixteenth Century" (Hebrew), Sinai,
Iv (19u1), 248.

82 roia.

Franz Kobler, A Treasury of Jewish Letters (Philadelphia, 1953),




Chapter III: The Leadership of the Ottoman Jews

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries there were two types
of leadership in the Ottoman Jewish community, traditional leadership
as exercised by Rabbis of the community and accidental leadership by
laymen who were influential in politics and economic affairs. The
first type can be divided into two kinds, the leadership of the Chief
Rabbi at Istanbul and the leadership of local Rabbis in other communities.
This chapter will deal with these three forms of leadership, the central
rabbinate, local rabbinates and that of influen£131 laymen, will explain
how they emerged, developed, and changed during the period of the study.

The idea of communal independence for religious minorities did not
originate with the Ottomans, or even with Islam, though what came to be
known in literature and popular usage as the "millet system" was one
of the largest and most highly developed forms of sectarian self rule.
Such a system was not new for the Jews; they had controlled their
internal affairs previously in Christian Europe and in the Islamic
world as well. The theoretical bases for rule by Rabbis in authority
derived from communal consent are to be found in the Talmud.1

Earlier we noted the existence of Jewish communities in the
Anatolian states during the period of the expanding Ottoman frontier
emirate as well as in the Byzantine Baikans and in the Slavic states.
As late as the twelfth century Jewish communities were led by Raebbis

vho were recognized as leaders of their congregations by the authorities
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in the capital and in smaller towns. It appears that the Ottomans
adopted similar policies, at least in their capital cities. The Jews

in Bursa had a quarter of their own, implying a certain measure of
‘autonomw in day to day affairs, and they vere allowed access to health
and other facilities provided by the Muslim community.2 With the
transfer of most court life to Edirne, a second foundation stone of
Ottoman Jewish policy was laid. Presumably as a result of satisfaction
in court circles with the role played by Jews in Ottoman life, Jews from
Bursa were transferred to the new capital where they were probably
assigned a.pnrt in the development of the new administrative center.

In addition, Jews from non-Ottoman territories in the Balkans, attracted
by the intellectual life and economic opportunity in the Ottoman capital,
migrated there and joined the existing community, which included both
the previous Rabbinite and Karaite congregations and the more recent
arrivals from Bursa.

Already at Edirne the various factions within the Jewish community
had Rabbis of their own who served as both spiritual and political
heads of their congregations. While there is little direct evidence
regarding the exact nature of the relationship between these
functionaries and the government, it is evident that serving the
Rabbis was a cadre of officials who acted as administrators for the
Jevish community. In a sense these office holders, as well as the
Rabbis, represented the government because they relieved government

officials of responsibility for Jewish affairs. The Jewish officials
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performed functions which in the Muslim community were fulfilled by
the government and religious bureaucracies, including the assessment
and collection of taxes and the provision of police and court systems
to serve their communities. It is in this period that we first
encounter Jews with names such as Subagi (Captain) and Bagyazica
(Head Scribe), as well as such names as Begi (Bey) and Celebi.

The conquest of Byzantium by the Ottomans in 1453 is a watershed
not only in Ottoman history but, as we have seen, in the history of
the Ottoman Jews as well. We recall that as part of the campaign to
repopulate the city and guide it to greatness as a Muslim capital
Jev§ from more than forty Balkan and Anatolian tovns,3 including the
majority of the Jews of Edirne, were sent to Istanbul. The decision
to concentrate large numbers of Jewish merchants and artisans in the
capital at the expense of the provinces necessitated the creation of
some system of administration for them, a community the majority of
which consisted of newcomers.

Drawing, apparently, on their own previous experience at Edirne
and the practice of the Byzantines before them, the Ottomans continued
to allow the Jews considerable internal autonomy, and Rabbi Moshe
Capsali, who had been head of the Jews in Byzantine Constantinople,
emerged as the political and spiritual head of the community. There
has been considerable scholarly debate regarding how much power he
actually had, what communities fell under his Jurisdiction, and what

vas his relationship with the Ottoman authorities.
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In the period of Capsali's Rabbinate a special tax was levied
on the Jews as a payment for the privilege of having an independent
administration with a Rabbi at its head. During Capsali's tenure,
or at least late in that period, the tax vas recorded as the cizye-i
rav, and Capsali himself, rather than come lesser functionary
concerned solely with fiscal affairs, was responsible for meking
the payment. The actual transmission of the money was carried out
by a regular governmental messenger-paymaster (havale).h

At the time of his appointment, according to the traditional
account, Capsali was called into the presence of Sultan Mehmed, and
the Sultan addressed him as hoca and presented him with clothes of
gold and ailver.5 This is entirely in ke;ping with the practice of
honoring dignitaries, including non-Muslims and non-subjects, with
robes of honor (hilat). It is also reported that Judicial matters
dealing with Jews were sometimes referred to the Chief Rabbi.s On
the other hand, the exaggerated claims regarding his power, his role,
and the assertion that he occupied a place in the divan and even had
precedence over the Seyhiilislam must be viewed with extreme caution,
and probably rejected. What does emerge, however, is a picture of a
respected functionary who, in the course of nearly forty years in
office, must have been called more than once into the presence of the
Sultan and on at least one occasion was honored by him, and who, like

many other dignitaries, appeared at court on certain ceremonial

occasions.
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Controversy has surrounded the question of which communities
fell under Capsali's jurisdiction. Within Istanbul, the Karaites were,
insofar as the Ottoman authorities wvere concerned, granted fiscal
independence And, apparently, were able to deal with the authorities
through their own functioneries. In the same place where the cizye-i
rav of Capsali was recorded there is an entry for a payment by the
kethlida (steward, warden) of the Karaites. !

The prominence of the Karaite community of Edirne before 1L53
and their settlement in Istanbul in a quarter named for them suggest
that this independence was a carryover from privileges enjoyed at
Edirne. In Istanbul, hovever, they constituted a small part of
the Jewish population, and Capsali's pover and influence, for this if
no other reason, probably outweighed that of the Karaite leadership.

Besides the question of the Karaites, the issue of whether Capsali
was Chief Rabbi of Istanbul only or of the entire Ottoman Empire has
been the subject of discussion. It is generally held that the office
of Chief Rabbi, as it was known under Capsali and his immediate
successor, ceased to exist after the early sixteenth century and that
the varjious local Rabbinic authorities outside Istanbul, who sometimes
referred legal questions to the Rabbis of Istanbul, were not bound to
obey them. However, in light of the evidence that nearly all the
Jews in Ottoman territory were settled in Istanbul after 1453 and
keeping in mind the Ottoman drive to create a nucleus for the Empire in

the new capital, no other Rabbi in the community could compare in
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influence or power with the Rabbi of Istanbul in the period of the
Conqueror. In addition, there is a text in an Ottoman account book
vhich reads:

Paid by Moses b. Elijah for th; tax on the Rabbi and

Metropolitan of the Jews of Istanbul on the 25th of

Rebifilahir 885 (=l. VII 1480).8
The text raises the question of what Metropolitan means in the Jewish
context. Because there is no hierarchy in Judaism, the term had to
be borrowed from Greek usage, though it could have been applied by
the Byzantines to the Rabbi before 1453. It seems unlikely that the
Byzantine authorities, either secular or religious, would consent to
honoring a Jew with a title equal to that of a high member of their own
clergy. It is more likely that this title demonstrated the status of
the Jewish leader in post-1453 Ottoman society. It is unclear vwhether
the phrase "Rabbi and Metropoliéan" refers to one person or two. What
is clear, however, is that the Rabbi of Istanbul was recognized by the
Ottoman government as the unqualified leader of the Ottoman Jewish
community.

Under Capsali, the office of Chief Rabbi reached the pinﬂacle of
its power. As chief legal officer of the community he was granted a
bodyguard or small police.force vhich he apparently used to reenforce
his own position as well as to administer the affairs of the
community. In the ?xerciae of these powers he became involved in
controversies both within the Jewish community of Istanbul and with

communities elsewhere. The limits of his power must have been reasonably
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clearly defined. For example, a story in the Seder Eliyahu Zuta

suggests that when Capsali intended to punish some individuals for
homosexual activity in which Janissaries were implicated, he could
proceed only with the permission of the Sultan. In spite of this
sanction he is said to have earned the enmity of the Janissaries for
his decision and, the same source reports, in part because of this,
an attempt was made on Capsali's life during the Janissary uprising
after the death of Mehmed II.9 :

Another factor which contributed to the remarkable position of
the office of Chief Rabbi in the late fifteenth century was the extremely
long tenure of its first occupant. Presuming that Capsali was, as the
traditional sources say, appointed shortly after the Ottoman conquest
of Istanbul, he occupied the position for nearly forty years, well
into the reign of Bayezid II. Thus Capsali represents the first type
of leadership in Istanbul as outlined at the beginning of the chapter.
He was the Chief Rabbi of the cﬁpital and led with the consent of the
community and the recognition of the authorities. Toward the end of his
tenure, however, the whole structure of the Ottoman Jewish community
changed and with it the Chief Rabbinate.

The expulsion of the Jews from Spain at the end of the Catholic
reconquista in 1492 is a benchmark in Jewish history and, as we have
already seen, had a profound effect on the Ottoman Empire. When many
of the exiles from Spain reached Ottoman territory they were allowed

to settle on favorable terms. There is no indication whether Capsal%




played any role in persuading Bayezid to allow Jewish settlement, and
probably Bayezid needed no persuasion. A famous passage in the Seder
Eliyshu Zute states that the King of Spain was considered in Istanbul
court circles to be a great fool for hﬁving enriched an enemy with
productive citizens at the expense of his own kingdom.lo While the
statement is often attributed incorrectly to Bayezid himself, it is
probably an accurate reflection of the views then current in the
Ottoman capital. In the forty years since the conquest of Istanbul
the Jews had played an important role in the development of the city,
especially of its commerce, and ve have noted already that they not
only occupied and ran various shops in and around the major markets,
but also that they gettled in many quarters near docks and other entrances
to the city and played & considerable role in the processing and
assessment of goods pessing through the customs houses. In addition
they were involved in minting and other important matters of fiscal
administration. It must have been clear that,'vhatever his conservative
feelings may have prompted Bayezid to pelieve about the Jews in general,
the Jews of Istanbul had been 80 important and useful that the arrival
of equal their number and more from Spain, either directly or after stops
elsewhere, must have seemed a considerable bounty.

Capsali personally was active in the absorption of the new arrivals.
While some arrived with funds, others did not. The problems of providing
food and shelter, no matter what funds were available, were imposed on

his office. During these, for the Jews at least, tumultuous years of



61

the early 1490's Capsali died and was succeeded in office by Rabbi
Eliyshu Mizrahi who had at times assisted Capsali despite their
occasional disputes.

Although at the time of his accession to office Mizrahi apparently
was appointed with terms similar to those under which Capsali had
served, the actual functions of the Chief Rabbi changed. Within a
year or two of his selection, or perhaps even at the time of the actual
decision, Mizrahi agreed that he would not play an active role in the
fiscal affairs of the community and that he would not carry out the
duties related to taxation. By his own account, Mizrahi agreed to
refrain from participating in these activities because others had
greater prestige at court and could, “therefore, act more effectively.
In addition, Mizrahi is described as a less forceful personality than
his predecessor, and his 1ife was made difficult by personal and
financial problems.11 We recall, also, that this was the first
Selection by the community of a Chief Rabbi since 1453, and the drastic
changes in the structure of the community and the myriad changes in its
status and position must have made clear the need to cater to the wishes
of new elements in the community and, perhaps, to limit the extent of
the power vested in any individual.

It is wnclear exactly when Mizrahi first agreed to refrain from
involvement in the fiscal affairs of the community, but despite his
feeling that they were not alvays handled well, he honored the

Agreement.l2 Perhaps his inability to deal with the absorption of new
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immigrants as rapidly or as effectively as the government desired13
made it easier for supporters and allies of other factions in the
sonmunity to obtain government support for strengthening the position
of an independent fiscal'administragor for the Jews. It may also be
that the government was indifferent to power struggles within the
comnunity, but, in any case a structure emerged by vhich a kethiida was
administrative head of the community, and a spiritual leader was
retained as nominal head of the group, a structure vhich has parallels
in guild and other organizations in Ottoman society.lh

The bifurcation of the secular and religious administrative
functions transformed entirely the nature of the office of Rabbi of
Istanbul. While the spiritual leadership was in the hands of Mizrahi,
the fiscal and administrative leadership fell to one Rabbi Shealtiei,
in Ottoman documents Salto (Salti in popular Spanish pronunciation),
a member of the Sephardic community. He kept the records of Jewish
fiscal affairs and submitted them to the government. They included not
only accounts of funds paid by the community for the right to maintain
an independent Rabbinate and for the cizye, but also reports on the
status of incomes and payments of important Jewish tax farmers in
government aervice.ls Clearly, then, the kethfida became a primary
contact between the central government and the Jewish community as a
whole. Due to his position and connections, the keth{ida became one of
the most powerful individuals in the community. The whole Ottoman-Jewish

administrative relationship revolved around him, and from Shealtiel's
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time on the power of the Chief Rabbi of the city was far less important
in the eyes of the Ottoman authorities.

Shealtiel's tenure was not without its difficulties. While
traditional sources suggest that he vas appointed to relieve the Rabbi
of some of the burdens of office and to protect members of the
community in their dealings with the government and with other groups
in Ottoman society, in fact the kethfida's own interests and those of
his associates often came first. Whether or not he was selected for the
Job because of his good relations with the government, it was the
government which received his primary loyalty. Next came his loyalty
to his own welfare, which seems to have been a hallmark of the man's
career. A petition to the Sultan has survived in which at least one
individual complains of irregularities in the disposition of an
1nheritance, and aﬁparently the kethilda had a role to play in such
affairs as well. The claimant stressed that the whole community was
aware of Shealtiel's imperiousness but that all vere afraid to complain
or testify against him.16 Toward the end of Selim I's reign the
situation must have become unbearable as the community, under the
leadership of Chief_Rabbi Mizrahi, excommunicated Shealtiel and
Prohibited either him or his sons from carrying out functions having to
do with the leadership of the community. He was, however, reinstated
at the insistence of the government with the stipulation that in the
future he consult the leaders of the community more fully.17

The suggestion has been made that those opposed to the reinstatement

of Shealtiel were people particularly anxious to ingratiate themselves
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with the non-Jews around them.18 If there were such people among his
opponents, we may certainly suspect political and economic ambitions
as the source of their enmity. The other bases for opposition must
heve stemmed from his highhandedness.und his role in weakening the
: traditional authorities. Unfortunately, there still seems to be no
clue to the identity of the minister or ministers whom Mizrahi had in
mind vhen he pointed out that the Turcophone Shealtiel was "like
family" to some of them, and vwhat individual Mizrahi had in mind when
he mentioned a government minister responsible for dealing with the
Jews.lg
There are other questions reg;rding the reasons the kethfida
Shealtiel rose to prominence. The apparent weakness of Mizrahi was
probably a factor, but if it was necessary for the Jews to have more
effective representation at the central government, it still remains to
assess this phenomenon in light of a more gene}al scheme.
Most writers have agreed that Shealtiel‘wns selected because he
was well known and liked in government circles and that his duty was
to represent the Jews there. He also had to inform “he Jewish community
regarding government orders and plans.2o Among his responsibilities
was the defense of the Jews against the depredations of officials and
from other communities in Ottoman society. The explanation that the
establishment of the kethiidalik was merely a logical divisién of powers
has been challenged,21 but the challenge comes in the form of a

suggestion that the writers vho dealt with the question did not
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understand that the office of kethiida was common in Ottoman society and
used by many groups.22 In fact, Rozanes came closest to the truth

when he made the point that the Jews of Istanbul and elsewhere felt

the need for some official intermediary because, if the government

. indeed allowed the Jews to settle throughout the country and participate
in all sorts of trade and commerce, the "old residents,” in particular
Greeks, would be hostile, and that the Jews could aléobbe Bubject to

e Therefore, the "

harassment and over-taxation by greedy officials.
government established the kethﬁdul1k.2b In addition, he suggested
that the wealthy and powerful Jews who were prominent at the court,
physicians and others, were too involved in their own affairs to lend
sufficient help to the community and that Shealtiel was appointed
around 1505, and not ten or fifteen years later, as others believed.25
In fact, Shealtiel was active as early as 1503, and he had broad
responsibilities for the affairs of the Jewish coﬁmunity, vhich, indeed,
were tied to taxation. He kept on behalf of the Jewish community
records which wefe turned over to the government officials to audit
and accept after comparing them to the records kept in the treasury.
An extant document shows that his register included information
regarding the accounts of extremely important tax farms which were in
the hands of Jews, including the Istanbul customs, docks and salt
warehouses of the Danubian ports, and income from Anatolian tax

conceaaions.26 The first two were the backbone of Jewish economic

success in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. In addition,
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wve recall that the various taxes on the community, for the Rabbinate,
the cizye due to the foundation of Mehmed the Conqueror, and similar
taxes, were also his responsibility. Thus he occupied a pivotal
position in regard to the financial relations between the government
and the Jews.

It i8 even more noteworthy that this change in communal affairs
occurred during the reign of Sultan Bayezid II, who was better known
for his religious conservatism than his predecessor or immediate
successor. Elsewhere it was pointed out that, in spite of his less than
tolerant views with regard to the Jews, Bayezid encouraged the
immigration of more Jews to the Empire during and after 1492 and even
alloved tax exemptions in order to encourage their economic success.
It is only against this background that the position of Rabbi Bhealtiel
can be fully understood. Rozanes was correct in associating Shealtiel's
career with the drive for Jewish economic expansion in the Balkans and
elsevhere, though the reference to the hostility of the Greeks resembles
also the earlier years after 1453 in Istanbul. No doubt there were
elements hostile to the settlement of Jews in provincial towns after
1492. The fact that Shealtiel's register concerned Jewish tax farmers
whose accounts were overdue suggests a major role in the tax farming
structure, at least insofar as Jewish-held concessions were concerned.
When ve remember that the post-1492 communities were often exempt from
all taxes except cizye, which some of them paid through Istanbul rather

than locally, it is clear that Jewish fiscal affairs in this time were
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predominantly in the hands of the kethilda despite the establishment of
provincial communities whose personal lives were the province of local
leaders.

The movement to establish or expand the duties of the kethiida of
the Jewish community, and the choice of Shealtiel, were in keeping with,
and perhaps an integral part of, Ottoman policy toward the Jews in the
period of Sultan Bayezid. While the weakness of Mizrahi's personality
may have played some part, the real roots of the policy must lie
elsevhere.' In light of Bayezid's suppression of Jewish religious
institutions but simultaneous encouragement of Jewish economic activity
it appears that Shealtiel was considered a secular replacement for the
Chief Rabbi as official representative of the community. His Sephardic
origins may serve as an additional piece of evidence for the view that
the settlement of Jews in the provinces and their integration into the
local economies was one of his primary respons;bllities.

It must have been clear to all by the early 1500's that real
political power did not rest in the hands of the Rabbi of Istanbul and
the elected leaders of the congregations. Thus Mizrahi's successors
inherited from him a position with considerably less power and status
than he had inherited from Capsali. When Mizrahi died, in 1526, there
was a serious debate over the choice of a successor. According to the
standard sources, the old congregations and the Iberian Jews, the latter ;
by now an extremely influential force in the community, could not agree

on a candidate to succeed Mizrahi. The government grew impatient and
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declared that the position would simply remain vacant, though, it has
been pointed out, the assessment of the Rabbi's tax continued.27
Anothre explanation seems mote.likely. The power of the Chief Rabbi,

as judge and judicial administratdr, was derived from the consent of

the community. Therefore a candidate opposed by any substantial segment
of the population would have difficulties in performing the duties of
office. At the same time, the weakening of the office meant that, in
light of the growing pover of the Sephardic community, the position of
Chief Rabbi was one of the last trappings of power remaining to the

old communities, but of far less significance to the newcomers. In view
of vhat we know of Shealtiel's career, and so far no information has come
to 1ight confirming the date he vacated office, we can understand that

it was of little concern to the government who performed these legal
functions so long as the work was done. The title or honors allotted

to the spiritual head of the Jews were of no importance if the taxes

were paid and the administrative needs of the community fulfilled.

This interpretation is supported by anlaccoumt book listing the payment
for the Rabbi's tax late in the sixteenth century where, unlike the
entry for the fifteenth century (p. 58 above) we now read:

(received) toward the account of the Metropolitan for
the Rabbinate of the Jews of Istanbul . . .2

This confirms, first of all, that apparently a century before, but
certainly at this time, there was in the Jewish community a functionary
known to the Ottoman authorities as Metropolitan, i.e., spiritual head

for the city, a position equal to that of a Greek bishop, but a rank




69

not equal to that of Patriarch, the prime Greek cleric for the whole
Empire. It slso stands witness to the death of the institution of
Chief Rabbinate which was, indeed, the function of the Rabbi of

Istanbul in the second half of the fifteenth century, thus laying to
rest a fiction regarding the power and status of the second Chief Rabbi.
While Rabbis continued to be appointed as spiritual leaders of Istanbul,
albeit with lower rank than Capsali enjoyed, the change in the 1520's
marked the de jure death of the Chief Rabbinate of the Empire andr %,
acknowledgement of the realities of the situation since the beginning
of Mizrahi's tenure. In Istanbul, lay leaders had emerged as the prime
movers in the community.

However, there seems little doubt that the Ottoman Jewish community
was indeed divided along Sephardic-non-Sephardic lines in the debate
over a successor for Mizrahi.29 Government impatience over this squabble

»
has been cited as the cause for allowing the position to lapse. Because
the authorities were unwilling to wait indefinitely for a compromise,
the government simply declared that the seat would remain vacant, though
we have shown above that indeed a functionary was eventually recognized
by the Ottomans as leader of this Jewish community. While all this seems
a reasonable enough explanation, and probably reflects reality, it does
not really tell us what was going on within the community to cause such
a rift and allow the community to sacrifice whatever prestige might
have remained to their spiritual leaders. This turn of events, coupled

with vhat ve have seen of the changes which took place between the 1490's



T0

and the 1520's, leads us to seek yet another factor in the rise of the
keth{ida Shealtiel and the other Jews at court. In light of the evidence
regarding the Rabbi's tax, it may be that during Capsali's tenure it

was Mizrahi who had the position known to the Ottoman authorities as

" Metropolitan. Thus he probably succeeded almost automatically at the

death of Capsali, and though among the Jews his title was like that of
Capsali, Rabbi of Rabbis, or The Great Rabbi, to the Ottomans it may
have remained Metropolitan, a figure of less standing than his
predecessor, known to the Ottomans as Rav, Rabbi. This would correspond
to our knowledge of Bayezid's attitudes and also fit in with whu@ ve
have observed about the shift of power to people in the community with
considerable fiscel powver and in whose hands the pecuniary affairs of
the community were placed. The brief hiatus at the death of Mizrahi

may certainly have reflected a theological and philosophical split in
the Jewish community as well as conflict over the prestige of the
position of Rabbi of Istanbul, despite its already diminished status.

It also demonstrates the rapidity with which the Sephardic community
came to be influential. The fact that after the 1520's there was no
decline in the influence of Jews at court is further evidence supporting
the contention that the situation had changed long before, and what took
place at the death of Mizrahi was merely an adjustment within the
community by which new forces demonstrated their greater power and
eroded the prestige of the older communities. As far as the Ottoman

authorities were concerned, the actual adminsitrative situation had
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changed more than a decade before, and they were indifferent to the
internal struggle for an honorary position of little political or
fiscal consequence,

The decline of the Istanbul Rabbinate coincided with the arrival
of Iberian Jews and with the reestablishment of important Jewish
communities in the provinces. As a consequence, leadership systems
developed in the outlying Gormunities as well. The Iberian immigrants,
though some had been stripped of their wealth, not-only brought their
abilities but also & knowledge of Europe and its ways, a knowledge
which formed the underpinnings of their cultural life and values well
beyond the early years after their arrivel. Many were nominal Catholics,
and vhile a large number returned openly to Judaism under the protection
of the Islamic state, they brought a way of 1ife which made them a
source of difficulty to the Jewish religious authorities. Many of the
leaders of tﬁe Spanish community were contemptuzus of their own
spiritual leaders.30 In light of these facts we must consider the
quarter century during which the Iberian Jews established themselves in
the Ottoman Empire.

The roots of Bayezid's policy regarding Jewish immigration lay
in the realm of economic 1ife and Jewish participation in the commerce
of the Empire. Many of the nev arrivals were given official orders
which specified the terms under which they might settle in various
places.3l From the few orders which survive, as well as from appeals

in vhich the communities cited the terms of these privileges as the basis
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for their petitions to the central government, we are able to gain
some idea of the conditions under which they settled. They were,
depending on the circumstances and the place of settlement, exempted
from various taxes, though cizye vag always charged, whether assessed
individually or on the community as a group (maktu). In many places a
tax like the cizye-i rav of Istanbul was also charged, though its name

was often different: in Salonika akge-i ravsz‘und later flori-i rav;33

3 and also adet-i rav.35 In each town of

at Siroz riisum-i rav
consequence some political system parallel to that in Istanbul was
established by which the Jews, governing themselves as an independent
community, paid for the privilege of having their own leaders.

The most remarkable system of Jewish self rule in the provinces
was established at Salonika. The Jewish community of that city, which
by the early years of Kanuni Silleyman's reign was more than half Jewish,
rivaled the Istanbul community in its importance. There, due to the
large number of Jews and to the assent of the Ottoman authorities, arose
a system of self rule which even included an element of extraterritorial~
ity. The Spanish and Portuguese Jews, along with smaller groups of
Italian and Ashkenazi Jews, forged for themselves a highly developed
system in which the congregations, numbering betveep twenty and
twenty-six, were each represented in a muniéipal Jewish council.
Salonika Jews, under the leadership of the council, were granted various

tax and customs exemptions and reductions in exchange for payment of

tribute similar to the practice of Ragusa and certain European powers.
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This is described in the kanunname of Salonika:

+ . . and for those who reside in the city of Salonika

with the mass of the congregations and pay an additional

amount. . . .36
Rabbi Moshe Almosnino, who was chosen to lead a delegation to Istanbul
in the 1560's in order to obtain confirmation of these privileges,
reflects the link of the Iberian Jews with European tﬁought and

statecraft when he explains his mission in the following terms:

. . . and that is the reason for my coming to be selected
by the Republic . if

The choice of languege suggests not only the representative nature of
the Jewish communal leadership, but also a high level of political
sophistication recognized and respected by tha community.

The council and the Jewish courts were Jjealous of their power and
had the cooperation of the authorities in protecting their position.
One prominent businessman, whose activities included the collective
payment of taxes in kind on behalf of the community, incurred the enmity
of the council by complaining ebout it to the Muslim courts. Noting
that he had "cut his relations in that administration,” i.e., that he
was or was about to be excommunicated by the Jewish authorities, the
government ordered.that he be forcibly resettled in Cyprus.38

The theme of conflict between the religious authorities and some
lay and fiscal leaders of the community seems to have continued
throughout the sixteenth century. The avenues to relief from the
exactions and abuses of kethfidas and other functionaries apparently led

to the divan, either through the Ottoman legal system or through Jewish
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contacts in the cupital{

The case Qf thé Istanbul kethiida, Shealtiel, has already been
described, though his fate differed from some others', as he managed
to retain his position. The notorious instance of Baruh, the kethilda
of Salonika in the mid-sixteenth century, has attracted the attention
of historians dealing with the Jews of Salonika.39 His rapacity and
use of murder and intimidation endeared him to few, and he was eventually
exiled to Cyprus. The yayabagi of the Sofia community was also accused
of perfidy, and a government order commanded that the local judge
investigate the charge and if found to be true he mlso was to be sent
to Cyprus.ho From the same period there is information about the
kethiida at Erbil. The assistant to the local Judge reported that the
kethlida of the Jews was oppressive, entered Jewish homes at night and
made a nhambleé of them, and extorted gold from the community. It is
important to note that he was accused of violating both kanun and
Seriat.hl The 1mpiication is tﬁat he could be prosecuted for oppression
as vell as theft, suggesting acknowledgment by the Muslim courts that
he vas acting in an official capacity and on behalf of the government
and vas therefore required to behave correctly in accordance with
Seriat requirements.

These isolated instances of abuse by Jewish authorities are too
fev to enable us to make reliable generalizations about the activities
of such administrators in the course of a century and more. It does

appear, though, that communities with access to the divan were able to
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apply directly for relief through the use of contacts at court and
obtain orders and judgments according to customary or statute usage
(iirf or kanun). In other instances, access to Justice was through the
regular Muslim court system, and we have seen that punishment might be
meted out according to Islamic law as well.

Clearly the exceptional nature of the Salonika Jewish community
wvas the primary factor in shaping its adﬁinistrative system. In other
towns where local institutions were developed, however, Jews were a
minority of the population and their influence on the towns was
correspondingly less important than in Salonika. Certainly the local
congregation or mahalle was not comparable in magnificence to the
highly sophisticated community of Salonika. The principle, though, was
similar. In the Ottoman cadastral surveys the head of the community or
its chief administrative officer is often noted. In addition to Rabbis
and teachers we encounter entries for kethﬂda:hs naib (deputy),h3
yayabas1,hh yilz bag1 (captain, borrowed from military usz;.ge),k5 and in
some cases simply ser-i mezkurin (head of the above mentioned).b6 Some
of the terms are found in Ottoman guilds in addition to use in the
military. In some communities no officer is indicated, but the large
number of legal questions forwarded to Salonika and Istanbul by Rabbdbis
from smaller towns suggests that, in so far as they had the knowledge
and expertise, local Rabbis made most of the decisions, and that members
of the congregations were active in governing the affairs of the

communities.
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In the course of the sixteenth century, then, we are witnessing
the rise of new, mostly immigrant, communities established in towns
which vere, between the 1h50}u and the end of the century, virtually
devoid of Jews. In some places, such as the Morea, which weré not
Ottoman territory in 1453, the old communities survived, but in the
period of Iberian migration were soon outnumbered by the newcomers.

In those places local Rabbis or teachers led the Jewish communities
operating in accordance with agreements drawn up by the communities
themselves (haskamot) and turning to Jewish religious authorities in
the largest communities when they needed guidance on particulary
difficult problems. For the most part, local affairs were the realm
of local leaders.

From these few examples we have seen that there were two distinctly
different kinds of community leadership in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries which can be termed Rabbinic or religious leadership. In
the fifteenth century rabbis at the capitel, first at Edirne and then
at Istanbul, guided the community with the approval and encouragement
of ‘the Ottoman authorities. The changes in the Istanbul community
during the course of that century and the drive of newcomers to play a
more influential role in the community leadership, as well as the
contrasting personalities of Rabbis Capsali and Mizrahi, led to a
weskening of the power of the Rabbinate of Istanbul. In the wake of
this and the simultaneous rise of new communities in the Balkang, local

systems of lea&erahip outside Istanbul emerged. There each community
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governed itself, and where questions of Jewish law were in dispute,
advice was solicited from Jewish legal authorities in other places.

In Istanbul, a Rabbinate continued to exist and deal with internal
Jewish affairs, while prominent lay leaders, whose role we will

examine next, undertook the burdens of liaison with the central
authorities, serving Istanbul and other communities_in'this regard.
Each type of leadership had its role and each developed in response

to changes in the status and composition of the Ottoman Jewish i
communities and their changing needs.

For the Ottomans a single concern was paramount. They cared only
that the communities saw to their own affairs, administered themselves
effectively, and paid to the government their various taxes and
assessments. In exchange for relieving the government of the duties
of administration, the Jews were allowed considerable freedom of
action in their personal and economic lives. Whaé\makes the case of
the Jews special is that, unlike the Christian subjects of the Empire,
the Jews had no traditional centers or established hierarchy on which
they could rely as a basis for countering and resisting the Ottoman
regime. Though Rabbis had led the communities in the past, the Ottoman
Jewish communities were moved, resettled, and later swelled by
immigration. With each of these changes came a change in the Rabbinic

leadership of the community.

The Ottoman Jewish Politicians

Throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries there were always
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some individuals in the Jewish community who by force of personality
and politico-economic pover attained for themseives a place in the
inner circle around the Sultans and because of their notability their
names and some details of their lives and careers have been recorded
and remembered. In the mind's eye of the Jews, as well as of non-Jevs,
they have generally been associated with actions by which they brought
their influence to bear on behalf of the Jewish community and it is,
therefore, no surprise that that they have been remembered and praised
in Jewish literature. In the realm of Muslim-Christian rivalry, ittata
not pass unnoticed in Christian Europe that there were such Jews in
Ottoman service. For us, the questions surrounding their careers are
twofold. First, what were the means by which such individuals rose to
their influential positions, and second, once established, in vhat
manner did they represent the community as a whole, that is to say,

hov did the Ottomans and the Jews view these people and understand their
role as leaders of the Jewish community?

Little is known about the importance of Jews at the court of
Sultan Murad II while the Ottoman capital was still at Edirne. There
is mention of a Jew, Isaac, who reportedly served as Chief Physician
and whose family supposedly was granted exemption from taxation.hT
One Elisha, about vwhom we know virtually nothing, wvas said to be
influentinl at court and apparently he was responsible for introducing

the Greek Plethon to the intellectual life which surrounded the Ottoman

court. A Greek letter from the middle of the fifteenth century mentions
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him in this regard as: "Elisaes, the apparent Jew, but in reality a
polytheist who at the time wielded great influence at the court of
the barbarians. . . ."ha

It was also in the period of Murad II that the physician Jacopo
of Gaeta, known as Hekim Yakub, entered into Ottoman government service.
He too served as chief physician and acquired other ranks as well.

Yakub was probably a man of particularly great ambition,.and perceived
the Ottoman court as a forum in which he could rise to a position of
influence. His decision, at a young age, to migrate to Edirne must ;
have been based on a measure of self confidence and also on knowledge
that Ottoman society needed trained people and therefore welcomed Jews.
His confidence was not misplaced, and his career is our foremost example
of Jewish mobility in fifteenth century Ottoman society.

At the accession of Sultan Mehmed II Yakub was already well thought
of at court, and the new Sultan granted exemptién‘from taxation to him
and his descench&mtsi.h9 He may have been a supporter of the plans to
attack Constantinople; he survived the political purges which took place
after the successful campaign of 1453 and went on to serve at the
Palace even after the death of Sultan Mehmed, some thirty years later.
The report that, in 1457, the Venetians presented him with thirty
crimson robes as & means of obtaining his help in arranging an audience
with the Sultan lends weight to the contention that, even early in his
career, he was a man of considerable influence.so

Yakub's European education, knowledge of languages and of European

wvays, placed him among the Sultan's closest advisors and simultaneously




drev him into various plots against the life of the Sultan, vhose health

4 Questions regarding his loyalty

was, literally, in Yakub's hands.
to the Ottomans were raised by Babinger, but others have suggested that
the Ottomans were fully aepprised by hiﬁ of the Venetian plots against
the Sultan in which Yakub's participation was desired, and that the
physician merely toyed with the Italians in order to keep informed of
their 1ntent.52

Yakub's career was extremely succeasful, and it is remarkable
that, as a Jew, he was able to serve as physician to the Sultan and to
become an influential member of the court. The few accounts in Ottoman
sources assert that he became defterdar and was raised later to the rénk
of Vezir.53 His notoriety is verified by the fact that, in his lifetime
and for some years thereafter, a quarter in Istanbul was known as Hekim
Yakub Mahallesi.sh

Late in his career Yakub converted to Islam, though Jewish historians
have sometimes been reluctant to accept the fact of his conversinn.55 The
Ottoman texts which have been cited.in this regard do not necessarily
say that he converted, and recent scholarship has relied on documents
which mention descendents of Hekim Yakub, with distinctly Muslim names.56
His conversion, however, is verifiéd by an extant vakfiye in which his
holdings in the Silivri area were established as a pious trust for the
benefit of his children.57

The land and villages had probably beén given him as a benefice

and then transformed into a gitt; perhaps as an inducement to convert
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or as a conversion gift, by Sultan Bayezid. By this time, Muharram 888/
February 1483, he was & Muslim, and it seems likely that this was indeed
the occasion of his conversion. The impressive list of witnesses,
former and future Grand Vezirs Mesih Paga and Ishak Paga, the Kazasker,
and so forth, suggests a major occasion, not just the establishment of
a vekif which the competent judicial authorities could have effected
without such distinguished company.

What, however, of his role as an Ottoman Jéew before the conversion?
The contemporary historian Agik, in referring to him, points out that
it was Yakub's intervention which led to the 1ﬁereasing influence of
Jews at court, while previously, he claims, they had been considered
unreliable. He also says that until Yakub's time tax farmers were not
hanged!58 Lewis rightly pointed out that this must refer to a specific
incident in 872/1472, the hanging of a Jewish amil, also named Yakub.sg
Although Agik may not have been fond of or favorable toward Jews, and
Hekim Yakub's Jewish faith may have caused resentment in some circles,
this reference still suggests that Hekim Yakub was associated in the
popular mind with the rise of Jewish influence in the second half of
the fifteenth century. Perhaps this can be tied to Yakub's service as
defterdar. He would have been in an excellent position to assist aspiring
Jewigh tax farmers. The reaction which Agik reflects was part of the
current of conservative backlash after the accession of Sultan Bayezid,
the time when Agik's chronicle vas completed and presented to the court.

This fits well with the view that the vakfiye of 888/1482 indeed dates
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from the occasion of his conversion. If so, then for most of his
active 1life and career he was a member of the Jewish community. The
date of his death is variously set at 888/1h83-899/1h8h.60 The report
by Babinger that he was killed aloﬁg with Karamani Mehmed Paga in the
Janissary riots after the death of Mehmed II is disproved by the date
of the vakfiye, though perhaps he played a less important role after
Mehmed's death.

It is impossible to know the real motives for Yakub's conversion
to Islam. He may have been pressured by Sultan Bayezid, whose harsh
attitudes toward the Jews are well known to us. Also, Yakub may have
been motivated by a desire to assure that the wealth he had accumulated
would be passed on to his family and thus used conversion as a means of
persuading the Sultan to give him title to the lands of his benifice
holdings. It is also, of course, possible that for reasons of faith
and conscience he wished to be, orAperhaps to die, a Muslim.

The motives for Hekim Yakub's conversion are not as important as
the impact of his career on the Jewish community and on the attitudes
in Ottoman ruling circles toward the Jews. Even if we minimize the
active intercession by Yakub in the administrative system of the Jewish
comnunity in that period and discount his role in helping and working
with Jewish tax farmers, an unmistakable fact remains. Hekim Yakub
exemplified a very special kind of Ottoman success story. He was a
foreign Jew who came to Ottoﬁan territory to seek his fortune and in

the course of half a century of service rose to a position in the




83 .

highest councils of government and was deeply involved in the life at
the court. Late in his career he adopted Islam, and that did not pass
unnoticed. He was a story book figure whose life and success proved
the value of the liberal Ottoman policies toward Jews and confirmed
the belief that right-minded non-Muslims, exposed to Islam, would
eventually perceive the correctness of the Muslim revelation.

We cannot say positively that the remarkable career of this Jewish
physician had a lasting effect on the Sultan and the court and contributed
to the decision in the 1490's to receive Jews from abroad and help in
their resettlement in Ottoman territory; the general success of the
Jewish community was probably sufficient inducement. But the success of
Yakub's service to the court was probably an important precedent in
establishing a tradition of and a place for Jewish physicians at court
and firmly implanted the idea of allowing Jews to serve as court
advisors in addition to their duties as medical practitioners.

We are also unsure of the nature of the relationship between
Hekim Yakub, before and after his conversion, and the Chief Rabbi
Moshe Capsali. Although we have evidence of Capsali's involvement in
theological disputes, little is known of his politicel activities.
Perhaps both Yakub and Capsali were identified with a single faction
at court, as there are reports thaf both their lives were threatened
in the Janissary riots of 1481 after the death of Sultan Mehmed II. It
is also possible that Yakub was an important intermediary between the

Jews and the government and that his conversion created a vacuum in
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the community leadership, but this is only speculation.

Under Bayezid the push for orthodoxy, which took place in the
early years of his reign, must have had some effect on the prestige of
Jews at court, and we have just spéculated that Yakub's conversion‘
may also have weakened the ability of the community to obtain favor of
the Sultan. While there were other Jewish physicians at court and in
the palace service, we have no reports that during Yakub's lifetime
any of the others had the stature and influence of Yakub. Thus we are
left with the impression that, in the period from the ascension of
Bayezid in the lhBO's, until 1492, Jews may have been increasingly
isolated from the court, though it is difficult to say what impact this
had because the hiatus was brief.

The immigration of 1492 and afterward brought to the Ottoman Empire
more physicians who had been trained in the best medical schools of
Europe and who, in Spain and elsevhere, had often been associated with
high government circles and were heritors of a tradition of influence
in court circles which exceeded their duties as medical practitioners.
Many such physicians also entered into the Ottoman service, even in
the period of Bayezid. Joseph Hamon, the best known example, was
serving the Ottomans by the last years of Bayezid's reign, but we know
too little to tell what went on in those years. He was active in the
years between the death of Capsali and the rise of the kethiida Shealtiel
to prominence. but we do not know whether he filled in part the political

vacuum which existed.
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The-emergence of Shealtiel is another reflection of the void which
existed after the death of Capsali and the conversion of Yakub in which
the Jews were probably left without effective representation at court.
Rozanes explains that there were, indeed, influential Jews at court in
those years, but that they were too concerned with their own affairs to
adequately represent the Jewish community. Perhaps they wvere not.
influential enough, or their positions were too precarious to risk
disfavor by intervening too vigorously on behalf of the Jews. Maybe
they were among the supporter: of Shealtiel.

With the accession of Selim I the situation changed. It appears
that both Joseph Hamon and Shealtiel were able to retain their positions
through the transition to the new reign. The scholarly but ineffectual
Rabbi Mizrahi, as we know, was not particularly involved in court
politics, and the impression is that, along with the two court figures,
the physician and the kethfida, other influential members of the
Sephardic community were viewed by the government as the most important
representatives of the Jewish community.

We are able to identify various Jewish physicians in the palace
service throughout the middle years of the sixteenth century and later.
No doubt their success was the result of their training, competence,
and the service rendered by the Jewish physicians who preceded them.
Although with few exceptions little is known of the details of their

careers, a revealing incident occurred in the late sixteenth century,

vhen the Jews were confronted with a rising tide of conservative Muslim
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opinion. When a Jeyiah court physician at Edirne died, the chief
physician pressed successfully for the appointment of a Muslim to fill
the vacant post, pointing to the large number of Jews and small number
of Muslims in such positions.61

While not all physicians wielded great influence at court,

Moshe Hamon, Sultan Sfileyman's physician, had great power and prestige.
In his case we know something of the ways in which his position enabled
him, or perhaps forced him, to become one of the most important
personages in representing the Jewish community and in protecting its
position in the Empire.

Moshe Hamon appears to have inherited from his father, Joseph, a
tvofold role in Ottoman life. First, of course, was the position as
physician to the Sultan. There is no need to elaborate on the
advantages of such a post for gaining access to the innermost activities
of the court. Similarly, their prestige made the Hamons central figures
in the attempt of the Jewish community to ensure its security and
influence. Joseph Hamon had played a part in communal affairs at least
to the extent that an example is known of his assisting to bring a
dispute in a provincial community to the attention, and eventually
Jurisdiction, of Rabbi Mizrahi.62 Apparently two traditions, medical
service and active involvement in community affairs, were passed on to
Moshe Hamon.

In the mid-sixteenth century, when the Salonika Jewish authorities

vere at a loss to control the activities of the unscrupulous Baruh,
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vho was among the most important tax farmers in Salonika, it was
through the intervention of Hamon that the matter was settled and the
unpopular Baruh was exiled by order of the Divan.63 We have noted;
also, Hamon's role in protecting the Jews from the slanderous blood
libel, and Heyd has observed already that his leadership in the community
must have assumed a special role after the decline of the Rabbinate
in the early sixteenth centu:y.6h In addition, he vas a patron of
learning and supported study and scholarship within the Jewish
community.65

The dual role of professional service to the state and the Sultan
combined with support of scholarly and community activities is similar
to the pattern of Muslime of high rank. In keeping with the secondary
status of non-Muslims, though, despite what we have noted about the
relatively liberal treatment of Jews, we cannot point to great monuments
established by Hamon. Muslims with pover and influence have left
important mosques, public baths, schools, and other public institutions
vhich bear their names. Hovever, despite the inability to establish
magnificent public monuments, Hamon was not immune to or removed from
the various political intrigues at the court. 1In fact, Heyd has suggested
thét Hamon's fall from influence a few years before his death was
probably related to the dismissal of the Grand Vezir Riistem Paga with
whose faction he seems to have been allied, and whose fall came in the
wake of Janiesary disenchantment at the execution of Prince Mustafa,

said to have been hostile to the Jevs.66 If this explanation is correct,
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it serves to emphasize the importance of a leader such as Hamon, who

was the primary source of Jewish access to the government. It is

also a telling comment with regard to the Ottoman Jewish community and
its economic influence that favor or hostility to the Jews was among

the factors mentioned in describing the political outlook and philosophy
of Ottoman Sultans, Princes, and politicians.

Toward the end of his career Hamon apparently intervened with
the Sultan in order to assist a family of Iberian Jewish bankers, to
whom he was related, to leave Venice and come to Ottoman territory.
Hamon's intervention on behalf of the Mendes-Nasi family, which resulted
in demands to the Doge that no obstacle to departing Venice be put in
their way,67 was a step in establishing the position of Don Joseph Nasi;
in the years after Hamon's death he became the most influential Jew in
the Empire and inherited the role of chief advocate for Jewish interests
at court.

The lives and careers of Dofia Gracia Mendes and her nephew and
son-in-law Don Joseph Nasi were mentioned in the writings of their
contemporaries and have drawn the attention of modern biographers as
well. Their financial interests in Europe, including activities as
bankers to the Spanish and French courts, were extensive, and long
before their arrival in Ottoman lands they had considerable standing in
the financial world of their day. It is, however, their success in the
Ottoman Empire which interests us.

After their arrival in the Ottoman Empire, in the 1550's, the




89

Nasis returned openly to Judaism, and, being vealthy members of the
Jewish community, played a role as patrons of learning. They financed
synagogues and schools, and, like the Hamons, came to play a considerable
role in the life of the community and were considered as representatives
of the community in the eyes of Jev§ and non-Jews alike. The most
interesting question in regard to their careers is the problem of what
means they employed in order to achieve their financial and political
success.

In the first year or two after their arrival, under the leadership
of Doffa Gracia, the family became involved in tax farming. The earliest
Ottoman records regarding the Nasis uncovered thus far help to explain
the ways in which the Nasi enterprises in the Ottoman Empire were
established. They obtained, shortly after their arrival in Istanbul,
tax concessions for the supply of lumber for casks and barrels to the
capital. The earliest payment dates from November, 1556, indicating
that their involvement in this activity must have begun almost
immediately after their arrival.68 The privilege which Dofia Gracia
purchased, along with her "agent and partner" Salamon and Yasef,
respectively, also involved the taxes on wine and other alcoholic
8pirits brought into Istanbul. Within a year of their second term as
concessionaires, which began in 967/1559, they renegotiated their
agreement with the government because an order had been issued
prohibiting the importation of alcohol into Istanbul. The total cost

69
of their mukataa was halved in consideration of the change in policy.
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In the initial agreement the Nasis had obtained good terms in exchange
for a large initisl payment. They paid half the amount due for the
three year concession in advance and in exchange were offered a monopoly
on all barrel lu;ber entering the éity, including even materials shipped
directly to the imperial dockyards. Thus they ensured that no goods
would escape assessment and the imperial docks would not become a conduit
for goods to be~brought into the city without the appropriate dues being
paid to the tax farmers. The prohibition on wine imports was apparently
of short duration as there are subsequent records of this tax being
collected. In fact, Don Joseph Nasi himself had the mukataa for a
number of years.
The Nasis, in addition to their tax farming, established relations

with the Jews of Salonika in the realm of cultural affairs and in

‘ commerce as well. It is noteworthy that in 967/1559 some portion of
the amount on the Nasi tax concessions was paid in wool cloth rather

then in cash.To

Perhaps the government preferred this form of payment,
as it accepted the payment of the Jewish cizye frém Salonika-in the
same form. It may also be that the Nasis suggested payment in kind and
were able to negotiate a favorable price with the Jewish weavers and
cloth merchants. Very quickly they had established relations with

that stronghold of Jewish merchants, weavers, and dyers, an‘important
element in Ottoman Jewry.

The tax concessions which Don Joseph had to manage weré not easy

to administer and the complaints of his successors, also Jews, give us
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some idea of the problems. In particular, Christian subjects were
smuggling wine into Istanbul in order to evade taxation, and foreign
ships in the harbor were surreptitiously unloading wine with the same
intent. Owners of vineyards were having their grapes pressed elsewhere,
depriving the city of sufficient supplies, and the treasury, and of
courge the unfortunate tax farmers, of revenue.71 The system for
collecting these dues required, as did other major tax farms, a
bureaucracy with an investigative mechanism in order to control traffie,
Just as do government ageﬁcies in our own time.

Beginnin; with the first concessions which they held and
apparently adding to them rapidly, the Nasis developed a large network
of agents and functionaries. 1In addition, Don Joseph, through instinct
or because of good advice, chose the winning side in the conflict for
succession between the sons of Slileyman, Selim and Bayezid, and when
Selim II became Sultan, Nasi's position at court was assured. He
became a close advisor to the Sultan and, though he lived usually at
his palace, Belvedere, on the Bosphoros, was appointed Duke of Naxos
and the Cyclades, with the rank of sancak beyi.72 in addition to the
Italian title of Duke. He continued to maintain his tax concession on
the alcohol destined for Istanbul,73 and of course received the income
from the Cyclades on a similar basis.

In 1light of his immense political influence, it is not surprising
that the Jewish community turned to Joseph Nasi as their patron and

Political representative though he was not the only Jew active in court
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affairs at the time. There were physiéiuns and others too who had
considerable influence. His role was so great, however, and so unique,
that he overshadows his Jewish contemporaries in the world of finance
and politics. His success appears to have stemmed from a number of
sources. To begin with, the Nasis were under the patronage of Moshe -
Hamon when they arrived and it may have been through his influence that
they were able to obtain such important tax farms as the one on barrels
and alcohol, which had previously been the domain of translators of
the imperial court.Th The experienced financier Dofia Gracia, who had
inherited the family interests after the death of her husband, and who
is the only woman whose name has so far been found in the records of
active tax farmers (we must exclude here harem women, wives of Sultans,
and others who were often granted income from such concessions), lent
considerable expertise in banking to her aspiring nephew. Don Joseph
himself, by force of personality, must have made himself a trusted and
desired companion of Sultan Selim II and practiced a considerable
measure of ruthlessness to obtain his ends.

There is another aspect of the career of Joseph Nasi thch makes
bim unique. We will examine later the careers of important tax
farmers and sarrafs who were allied with important members of the

i

bureaucracy. We will also describe the symbiotic relationship
between government officials, unable to manage their benifices and tax

farms, and sarrafs who provided organizations and experience in exchange

for which they were not only paid a salary or percentage, but were privy
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to a eat deal of political and commercial intelligence. No other
figure in Ottoman history combined all these roles so effectively
ar did Joseph Nasi. He united in himself the attributes we associate
with the Jews and their success in the Ottoman Empire with the power
of the Ottoman class. He was himself a major tax farmer with
numerous agents and employees serving as the actual, not merely
nominal, head of a tax farming network. He was a banker and financier,
and his network of agents in Europe and the Ottoman Empire provided
him, and sometimes, the Ottomans, with important intelligence
information. With the exception of physicians, he was probably the
only Jew to be granted a regular rank within the Ottoman system along
with the benifice which accompanied it. We might speculate that, had
he converted to Islam, he may well have been a candidate for the
position of Grand Vezir, though perhaps had he accepted such a proposal
he would not have died of natural causes with his fortune intact, as
vas indeed the case. It was this remarkable power and influence which
made Don Joseph the natural representative of Jewish interests at court.
In the years after the death of Nasi there were other Jews who
wielded considerable influence in government circles; physicians and
financiers served as advisors and in some cases represented Ottoman
interests abroa&. David PaasiTG and the physican b. Yaish.77 who
also achieved considerable political influence, come immediafely to mind.
Further research may enlighten us about their careers. The decline of

the position of Jews in Ottoman society and the generally strict
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approach taken to religious restrictions in the latter half of the
gixteenth century took a toll. Even though Jews continued to be
involved in court intrigues and in palace politics, the heydey of the
Jews, like that of the Empire, had fassed. The activities of Jewish
politicians after Nasi are part of the story of the beginnings of
Ottoman decliﬁe, which continues beyond the chronological scope of
this study.

The involvement of Jews in the intimate life of the Sultans from
the second half of the fifteenth century until late in the sixteenth
was remarkable. Like the rest of the Jewish community, these individuals
fulfilled an important need and were thus able to carve a particular
niche out for themselves. A number of elements seem to characterize
their careers. The three most remarkable examples, Yakub, Hamon, and
Nasi were immigrants or, in the case of Hamon, were raised by immigrant
parents. They were linked with the outside, with the world of Christian
Europe, and thus served to interpret thé West for the Sultans whom they
advised. All three are associated in the Jewish and non-Jewish
literature with the Jewish community despite the fact that Yakub, late
in life, became a Muslim and Nasi and his family returned to Judaism
only after arriving in. the Ottoman Empire. Remarkably, these
individuals are among the few in this period who had satisfactory
relationships with Sultans over & long period of time and survived
relatively well the numerous political upheavals and the factional

warfare at the court. While it is easier to understand the ability of
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the physicians to persist, Nasi developed a close relationship with
Selim IT without the same advantage. Surely in all three cases a
measure of personal trust existed which was fundamental to the success
all three enjoyed.

These Jewish politicians typify the rise and decline of the
Ottoman Jewish community. Yakub, emerging in the period of
reconstruction when the Jews were influential in the commerce of the
Empire and before the community, under the impact of the Iberian
immigration, turned outward from Istanbul. Hamon, under the tutelage
of his father, emerged as the sixteenth century successor to Yakub
and stood at the head of the powerful Sephardic-dominated Jewry of the
reign of Siileyman. It is intriguing to note that the reenforcement of
religious restrictions on the Jews, which was the result of changes
vhich had been undervay for some years, gained momentum in the years
after Hamon's service. He, it seems, more than Nasi, was willing or
able to protect the interests of the Jews effectively. It is, perhaps,
Just coincidence that Nasi, a relative of Hamon, succeeded him as the
most prominent Jew in the Empire. There is no evidence to suggest that
Hamon viewed the Nasis as pofential successors to his own position.
Indeed, Hamon's son continued in the palace medicael services and was
important in his own right but never achieved the stature of his
i1lustrious father or grandfather. It may have been impossible to
maintain for more than one generation the characteristics which made

these immigrant Jews valuable to their rulers. By the time Joseph Nasi




96

was the dominant figure in Ottoman Jewish life, the status of the
Jews had begun to change, and the political currents in the Empire
probably dictated that no Jew could repeat his success again.

Another factor which attracts our attention is that Hamon and
Nasi served to fill the void left when the leadership of the Rabbinate
had declined so drastically that only religious functions remained the
province of the spiritual leaders of the community. Nasi and Hamon,
and the other Jewish politicians who had influence with the government,
inherited the burden of representing’all Jewish interests before the
authorities.

The notable success of three important politicians, servants of
the Ottomans, is a reflection of the liberality of Ottoman society in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. They were welcomed because of
their remarkable abilities, and their success was a reflection of the

general success of the Jewish community.
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Chapter IV: The Role of Jews in the Empire

The Lion is King = plu aise
5211 = 5(000) =, 10 = | 200 £y , 1 =K

5211 = 1451 Date of the Accession of Sultan Mehmed II

The Ottoman Jews were one of the most important elements in the
economic life of the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries. Through their activities at the customs houses, dééks, ;
mints, and markets, they comprised a formidable network of officials B
and merchants, assessing, taxing, expediting and distributing goods and
services. So extensive were their concessions and holdings that at
times it seemed as if all important commerce was in their hands. While
assuredly this was not the case, their impact was great.

Not enough information survives from the period before 1453 to
enable us to understand fully the economic activities of the Jews in
those years, but we are able to chart their phenomen;l rise to wealth
and power beginning in the period after the conquest of Istanbul. Jews
were brought from the Ottoman provinces to the new capital with the hope
that they would be active participants in the life of the city, and the
Ottomans were not disappointed. Within tventy years the Jews of
Istanbul were wealthy and dominated the commerce of the city.

In 1492, when refugees from Spain who had been expelled by King
Ferdinand began arriving in the Ottoman Empire, most Ottoman Jews were

living in the capital. The newcomers arrived in various ports, in the
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provinces and at the capital, and many stayed in the towns where they
first landed. Others, with the encouragement of the authorities,

spread into the provinces, settling in the inland ports and in provincial
market centers. There they particip@ted in the same kinds of tax farming
and trading activities as the Romaniote and other Ottoman Jews had
pursued since the 1450's. In addition to tax farming, shop keeping, and
trade in foodstuffs, they introduced cloth weaving after the pattern of
the Spanish wool industry, and brought with them munitions making and
other technological skills from the West. This combination of occupations
practiced by the older Ottoman Jevish communities and new skills brought
by the Iberian immigrants, along with the drive of the energetic new
arrivals, formed the foundationsof Ottoman Jewish economic success in

the sixteenth century. The fortunes of the Jevs, in fact, paralleled
those of the Ottoman Empire, for both rose simultaneously in the period
of Mehmed II, reached dizzying heights of power and influence in the
mid-sixteenth century, and then began slowly to decline in the latter
years of that century when signs of wéakness in the fabric of Ottoman

society were beginning to appear.

The Istanbul Jews, 1453-1492

In the years between the conquest of Istanbul in 1453 and the
arrival in Turkey of the Jewish refugees fleeing in the wake of the
expulsion of 1492 from Spain, the Ottoman Jews emerged as one of the
most powerful forces in the economic life of the empire. In this

period when the new capital was being reconstructed and economic
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relations with the provinces were being developed, Jews served the state
well and in so doing grew wealthy. Some were merchants and maintained
large and small shops, while others wvere artisans. Still others
purchased at auction government tax farms which involved them in the
assessment and taxation of goods produced in the city or entering from
the provinces and abroad.

After the conquest of Istanbul Sultan Mehmed set aboue the
reconstruction of the former Byzantine capital with the intention of
making of it the foremost Muslim capital in the world. Having proved
himself a capable ﬁilitary leader by the successful campaign against
the city, he set about solidifying his control of the various political
factions in the Empire and the task of rebuild‘ng.

First, it was necessary to repopulate the city, many of whose
residents had fled before and during the final OtEoman campaign.
Utilizing the practice which the Ottomans had emplo;ed in order to
establish a Turkish ethnic presence in hevly conquered areas, Mehmed
resorted to forced migrations. Various groups from throughout the
Empire were transferred to Istanbul and installed in vacant houses.
Among these groups were Jews. When the Ottoman capital was moved from

Bursa to Edirne many Bursa Jews were taken along, and when the Ottomans

' established their court and administration in Istanbul the Jews were

moved again. Both Rabbinite and Karaite Jews from Edirne were
transferred, but this time the practice was extended. The Ottomans

vere not only pleased with the contribution of the Edirne Jews to life
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in the former capital, iut also had experienced a century and more of
good relations with the Jews of smaller tcwns.l Thus, it was decided
to use, in addition to the Jews of Edirne, most of the Jews from other
parts of the Empire in the rebuilding of the new capital.

There were at least two major waves of Jewish {mmi gration, and
reaction within the communities varied. For some groups, perhaps those
with skills and trades but little cepital, the expenses of the Journey
were provided by the government.2 However, the substantial opportunities
presented by the opportunity to participate in the rebuilding of a great
city were insufficient to attract one of the elements necessary for the
project. While the poor and some craftsmen were willing to move, the
wealthy, ;ncluding the all-important merchants, resisted. Orders were
then sent to local judges commanding that a certain portion of the
wealthier merchants of each town be sent with or without their consent
and cooperation.3 The details of these orders are generally lost to
us, making it impossible to establish the exact composition of the groups
from each place, and to know whether the judges had any discretion in
gelecting candidates for deportation.h We do know, however, the towns
from vhich Jews were sent to Istanbul (see Appendix I), and a comparison
of the 1lists of these towns with later cadastral surveys of the towns
and provinces from which they came suggests that an extremely large
portion of the Jewish community was moved. Jews reappear in the
provincial records only after the close of the fifteenth centuryf The

explanation for the transplantation of sc large a pertion eof the Jews
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is probably that they formed a disproportionately large percentage of
the merchants and artisans in those towns, and vere, therefore, prime
candidates for the sfirglin. We are aware also that in most areas the
Jews were considered by the Ottomans to be more loyal and relisble than
Christians, who were often sympathetic to the enemies of the Ottomans.

The displeasure of some Jews with these forced migrations has led

to speculation that a measure of persecution may have beeﬁ involved.
In fact, such measures were applied to Muslims and Christians as well's
as to Jews, and it is clear that the intent was to establish a reliable
and productive population in the capital. Rather than.being the objects
of persecution, these people vere encouraged to participate in the life
of the new capital.

In addition to these migrations immediately after 1453, smaller
groups of Jews were settled later from placed wh%ch were not part of
Ottoman territory in 1453, such as Mezistre, vhichmwas conquered only in
1460. Others, such as the Jews of Albania, who are said to have gone
to Istanbul in the wake of the Skanderbeg uprising,6 apparently migrated
in order to escape thé unstable conditions in the countryside.

Aong with the policy of forced migrations from the provinces, the
Ottomans also encouraged Jews from Christian Europe to establish

s We are able to verify at least some

themselves in their territories.
success in this regard from the presence in tax farm records from the
early 1470's of Jews noted as efrenc, European,8 and some noted as

coming from Europe.9
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The Jews who were brought from the Ottoman provinces to Istanbul
were settled in various quarters of the city, generally near the
waterfront or the gates of the city's land valls.lo Congregations,
based mostly on towns of origin, served as the focus for communal
life, as did mosques and churches in other quarters. Quickly the new
a?rivals began to play an active part in the commercial life of the
city.

Immediately after tge conquest, Sultan Mehmed had taken steps to
encourage commerce in the new capital, including construction of a new
central market on the site of the Covered Bazaar, which still serves
the same purpose. Much of the property 1n‘the area around the market
was taken over by the government, and the income derived from rents
vas assigned to charitable foundations from whose records it is possible
to determine where some of the Jewish shops were located and what goods
they handled. Records from the close of the century reflect the‘presence
of Jewish shops in the area around the market in all four directions.
They included goldsmiths, silversmiths, money changers, purveyors of
turbans and headwear, dealers in wool, silk, and linen cloths,
bookbinders, as well as many shops for which the trade of the owner or
the goods available in that particular street were not specifically
designated iA the records. Along the waterfront there were Jewitsh
shops which, like the others around them, were described by thelr
locations, either by street name or, more likely, by the major monument,

mosque, bath, and.so forth, near which they were located.
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Not all of Istanbul's Jews were shopkeepers and craftsmen. Finance
and tax farming were areas in which Jews were deeply involved along
with activities as agente and brokers in all kinds of goods. While the
records for tax farming and brokerage privileges purchased from the
government are not complete and it is impossible to determine with
exactitude every holding in the hands of Jews during each year in this
period, it is possible to determine reliably the kinds ér aétivity in
which they participated and have some idea of the extent of their o
involvement. The fifteenth century records are richest for the years
873/1468-69 - 896/1490-91, thus enabling us to form an idea of what was
happening from shortly after the process of migration from the Ottoman
provinces to Istanbul was mostly completed up to the arrival of the
Sephardic refugees from Spain.

Among the most lucrative and highly sought after tax farms were
those for customs duties collected at the Istanbul docks, and the
records reflect intense competition among various groups of investors
trying to outbid one another for the concessions which included not
only Istanbul, Galata, and Gallipoli, but also the Marmara coast and
docks as distant as Foga, on the Anatolian coast. No single individual
could raise sufficient capital to purchase the tax farms, and a large
organization was necessary to administer the various customs houses.
When rights for these docks were sold in 881-2 (the mid-1470's) bitter
financial rivalry led to the privilege changing hands six times in the

course of a one-year bidding war before it finally remained in the
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possession of a group consisting of two Jews and a European which
successfully outbid a group of Muslims who dropped out of the competition
early, and a group of Christians who were considerably more tenacioua.ll
The Christian consortium, in fact, included some investors who had held
a similar concession in the three years immediately prior,12 indicating
that the same people had probably been involved in this kind of activity
for some time. Even to participate in the attempt to obtain such a

tax farm required substantial funds. Not only did the value of the tax
farm increase in cost from 9,400,000 akge to 20,400,000 in the course

of one year, but at each change in concessionaires there were considerable
fees (resm-i berat) paid for recording the papers and approving the
franchise, amounting in almost every instance to more than 500,000 akge,
and sometimes to more than 1,000,000 akce.l3 A similar mukataa was sold
for goods entering the Istanbul docks along with the Eastern side of the
Marmara, and the situation was similar. The groups competing for the
franchise overlapped with those mentioned above, though in this case
there was no Muslim group in contention.lb Again, the Jews were
successful in the competition.

Concessions for the collection of dock and wharfage fees at
Istanbul, again including Galata and Gallipoli, were sold in a similar
fashion; Like the customs inspectors, the concessionaires who purchased
such a privilege goined more than just the incone derived from collecting
the fees. They were able to determine with great accuracy exactly what

goods were available, of what quality, and were, therefore, in possession
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of a great deal of commercial intelligence. Most likely their interests
extended to commerce as well, or they had friends and relatives to whom
this knowledge must have been of considerable value. Thus we can
understand that the rivalry for these holdings wa; due both to the

large incomes which they produced and to their importance in helping

the tax farmers and their associates and friends to maintain an advantage
over their competitors.

The composition of the various investment groups is also of
considerable interest. For example, the Istanbul dock fees iltizam in
887-89/1L482-84 was in the hands of a group of eleven investors, some of
whom were related to one another. Three of the members are identified
as being from the Badra congregation and two from Borlu. The remaining
members are not identified except by na.me,15 and it is therefore probable
that they were individuals well known to the bureaucrats or the kadi
who registered their participation. Most likelyi£hey had held other
tax farms in the past and were, because of that, familiar figures. A
group which had in its hands the customs houses of Istanbul and Galata
consisted of six partners, half of whom were from the Edirne congregation,
the others not being identified by affiliation. They provided the
government twelve guarantors (kefil) for their obligation, four from
the Nigbolu congregation, two from Tirhala, two from Trnovo, and one

16 While congregations may

each from Avlonya, Felibe, Badra, and Uskilp.
have been the centers of communal 1life, it was evidently the practice

to look beyond the ranks of one's own congregation for business
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associates. The makeup of these groups and the importance of the
positions which they acquired dramatically show the success with which
the relocated Jews integrated themselves into the economic life of
Istanbul, which was exactly what the oﬁtomans expected of them. In
a@dition. it also suggests to us that there was relatively little strife
in the community. The large number of congregations from vhich the
participants were drawn is immediately striking, but it must also be
noted that the Edirne congregation consisted of Karaites. As the
1480's witnessed & certain amount of theological difficulty between
Karaite and Rebbinite Jews, their cooperation in such undertakings
seems to reflect a dichotomy between relations in religious matters and
those in business affairs.l7
The involvement of Istanbul Jews in dock affairs was not limited
.to the capital itself nor those docks sold along with the Istanbul
concession. In addition to the concessions already mentioned, the docks
for the fortress of Gallipoli and other small docks in the area, sold
as a separate tax farm, were in the hands of two Jewish partners and
thirty-nine of their associates in the early 880's (mid—lhTO's).18
In addition, there is evidence of other activity in the areas around
Istanbul, Silivri, Eregli, and so forth, by Istanbul Jevs.lg
Records beginning about B8T77/1472 show that Jews who were sent to
Istanbul nearly twenty years before had retained or reestablished
economic ties in the Balkans. As an example, two different groups of

partners obtained the right to collect income from has and ziamet lands
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respectively, in the Siroz area. Of the six partners who held the has
concession, four were from the Salona congregation in Istanbul, one from
Salonika congregation, and one from Rigbolu, Of the four guarantors, one
of vhom may have been a non-Jew, three are identified as being from Siroz
itaelf,zo Similarly, the privilege for ziamet lands shows that, while
the congregations of the two partners were listed, the guarantors lived
in the quarter of the Edirne Jews, and one was noted as being.of

European origin.21 In the same year, the customs house of Edirne vas

also farmed by Istanbul Jews, one from the Nigbolu congregation and
one from that of Edirne (?)..- The guarantors were from the Tirhala
congregation and the Edirne Jews' quarter.22 Finally, an example from
three years earlier shows that Jews from various Istanbul congregations
were entrusted with the collection of the Christian poll tax (cizye)

23

and other taxes in Enoz and that a Jew from Salonika congregation in

Istanbul, along with a recent convert to Islam, farmed the salt taxes
for Salonika a few years later.zh It seems clear, then, that the Jews
had considerable interest in the economic affairs of the Balkan provinces,
but Istanbul remained their base and center.

Although we have seen that Jews from congregations with origins
in the Balkans pursued activities there even after being relocated, there
are also a few examples showing their involvement in Anatolia as well.
In one case, the public scales at the market in Bursa, where goods vere

officially weighed and certified, were, in 875-77/1471-74 in the hands

of Istanbul Jews from Trnovo and Cernova originally. In this instance,
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vhere there does not seem to be & strong relationship between the
investors' place of origin and the location of the mukataa, the success
of the tax farmers was limited, though we cannot say for sure that this
was an important factor. We do know that the tax farmers were still
paying off their obligation to the government as late as 833/1478, well
after the privilege had expired.25
Another kind of activity which was accessible through government
concessions was the minting of coins, and Jews participated in these
enterprises in pre-1492 Istanbul and in the provinces. Not until the
early 880's (ca. 1480-85), however, do the documents reflect a period
in which a large number of mints throughout the country was being run
by Jews at the same time. In the period 886-89 (the early 1480's) the
situation was similar to that on the docks with the mints of Istanbul,
Gallipoli, Novo Brdo, Uskilp and Siroz all in Jewish hands (see Table 1).
There was a large number of Jewish functionaries who were involved in
mints throughout the second half of the century. In some instances
a Muslim would be nazir while a Jew was emin.26
In addition to the actual minting of coins, Jews also played an
extremely important role in the distribution and recall system for
. minted coins. No matter how many mints may have been in Jewish hands
in this period, Jews dominated the distribution and exchange system.
Money changers (sarraf), the equivalent of bankers in some ways, appear

frequently in the mint records, making payments for money changers'

license fees (sa.rrafiyye),27 for example in Siroz, Silistre, Nigbolu
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and Trnovb.28 Of nine sarrafs making payments to the Istanbul mint in
886/1&76—77, seven were Jews.29 The Jewish sarrafs of Gallipoli paid
the license fee as a group, and in this case the payment was made to a

Jevish mintmaster as ve11.3°
Involvement in the production and distribution of coinage, even

more than work in the customs and vharfage concessions, demonstrates
that Jews were actively involved in matters of great importance to the
government, indeed, providing services which, in many states, were the
province of government. In addition, 1t must not escape our notice that
in these areas as well partnerships, groups, and the natural affinity
of coreligionists were among the elements which led to success. An
individual without reliable help or contacts could not expect to prosper
in such enterprises.

It is likely that tax farmers and money changers who were
officially residents of Istanbul spent much of the year in the places
vhere their interests led them, leaving their families in the capital
and returning when possible. This would explain the seeming
contradiction that we have no evidence of a Jewish population recorded
officially in the provincial towns during the second half of the
fifteenth century despite what we know of Jewish economic involvement
there. A lag in the recording process might account for some
immi grants from Europe arriving in the 1470's and 80's not being
recorded until later, but their numbers were minimal. Certainly in the

early sixteenth century it was common for Istanbul Jews to live in the
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provinces for bﬁsiness purposes, as shown by the frequent legal disputes
over wvhat constituted legal residence for purposes of taxation. By that
time the government recognized the problem as well, and there are
various early sixteenth century cadastral registers in which some Jews
are listed separately from the rest of the Jewish community and it is
noted that they reside in a place for purpose of commerce, but are

3 The numerous

officially registered and pay taxes in Istanbul.
fifteenth century references fo Jews of Istanbul with tax concessions in
the provinces which we have noted must be a reflection of the same
situation.

Our view of the great prosperity and economic power of such
important tax farmers must be tempered with what we know of the
difficulties faced by these semi-official government functionaries.

The names of the guarantors of the Edirne customs house privilege
(pp. 110-11 above) are followed by the notation "released" (from
prison), and money changers and mint functionaries vere arrested at

32 mhe records of the Siroz ziamet tax farm (pp. 110-11

times as well.
above) show us that the responsibility for ensuring the government's
income rested, in the final analysis, with the congregations and with
the conmunity as a whole. While the previous amil for this concession
had been hanged because of his performance in office,33 or lack

thereof, in this case the course was different. It is recorded that the

guarantors went bankrupt, presumably having overextended themselves or,

perhaps, due to insufficient funds being collected as taxes. In any
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case, the "influential leaders" (siyaset {imera) of the Jewish
community vere called together and funds were collected toward meeting
the obligations of the guarantors. At this point the Sultan ordered
their release from prison (19 S 882/23 XII 1477). As the tax farm
itself had been s0ld for a period of three years beginning in October
1472, they must have heen arrested some time between late 1475 and
late 147T.

What is of even greater interest is that the community apparently
was able to secure their release without paying the full amount due.
In November 1479, the tax authorities attempted to collect another
payment in the same amount that had been paid two years previously.
Hovever, certificates obtained at the time of the 1477 payment were
produced stating that the payment made then satisfied the debt in its
entirety, and the matter was dropped.3h

There are three likely explanations for the ability of the
community to obtain the release of the guarantors with a payment of
less than the full amount outstanding. First, the amount may have
been relatively small in relation to the total cost of the iltizam,
but the text is ambiguous. The initial cost was 515,000 akge and
6,100 ekge in fees, and when the payment was made:

The influential leaders of the Jews were gathered

together and for the above mentioned (guarantors)

5000 akge each was collected . . .

(Siyaset fimera yahudiler cem® edflp mezkurler icin
beger bin akgce cemC edllp . . .)
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This may mean that 5000 akge was collected for each of the guarantors,
or that each of the persons gathered to deal with the matter contributed
5000 akge.

A second possibility is that the government was conscientiously
observing Hanifi Muslim law, the dominant rite in the Ottoman Empire.
According to Hanifi law a guarantor is liable for only one third of
the total debt which he guarantees. We have no way of knowing whether
or not the first payment represented a third of the amount outstanding.

Finally, it may be possible that this matter was dealt with entirely
according to the terms of administrative practice. The order relieving
the guarsntors and the community of further obligation was issued by the
Sultan at the recommendation of a number of the most important members

‘ of the divan, Mehmed Pagsn, either Grand Vezir or Niganci at the time,
Mesih Paga, who became Grand Vezir some years 1ater,'and two defterdars.
Either through gifts or influence or both, the leaders of the community
may have been able to negotiaté a satisfactory settlement. Mesih Paga,
for example, was a witness at the conversion to Islam of the Sultan's
Jewish physician Hekim Yakub in 888/11483,3S and perhaps their
relationship could have played some part in the arrangement. The
fifteenth century historian Agik associates Hekim Yakub with the rise
of Jewish tax farmers, and the incident in which the previous amil for
this concession was hanged. Whichever was the case, the community and
the guarantors‘were able to resist the attempt of treasury officials

to obtain a second payment. Either the law or some political agreement
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wag honored in this matter, or, perhaps, if gifts to officials had
influenced the process the first time, further gifté may have been made
on this occasion as well. However we explain this incident, the
impression is unmistakable that both the government and the Jews took
these activities very seriously, and it also confirms that the
government looked upon the Jewish community as a corporate body, and
likewise the Jews undertook to assist coreligionists whose performance
might adversely affect the fortunes of the community as a whole.

The economic activities of the Istanbul Jews were not limited to
the examples which have been presented so far, docks, mints, and
benifice lands, though certainly those were among the most important
areas of Jewish enterprise and represented a source of substantial
incomes and considerable influence. In addition, Jews were involved
in collecting fees and taxes on goods entering through the gates in the
land walls of the city, on candles and candle wax, and the port taxes
collected on wine imported for the use of non-Muslims, for which an
additional duty was levied. The latter was & Jewish-held concession
throughout most of the late fifteenth century. The brokerage positions
vhich Jevs sometimes held entitled them to negotiate the commercial
exchanges between foreign traders and local merchants and collect &
fee from both parties on every transaction. Furthermore, it must always
be borne in mind that there were large numbers of Jewish merchants and
shopkeepers who, while they were active participants in the commerce of

the city, were not involved in tax farming and, thus, were not generally
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mentioned in government registers which remain regarding economic
adminsitration. They were far greater in number than the important
sarrafs and investors whose names are known to us from the records of
government concessions. Perhaps mény of the names of guarantors for
large concessions are those of important merchants who hoped for income
and for commercial advantages and, therefore, invested in such
enterprises.‘ The important tax farmers were probably the wealthiest,
and in that respect, the most successful of the Ottoman Jews, a small
segment of the coomunity which contributed to the general success of
the Jews, but which must have also relied on the rest 