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Introduction

The history of the Jews of Iraq began in fact, with the exile of the Jews from the land of Israel by the Assyrians and later by the Babylonians.  Babylonia located in the plain of Shinar on the Bank of the Euphrates River, the country that is known today as Iraq.  It was the land where humanity’s recorded history began. 

The deportation of the Hebrew tribes occurred in three waves:

1. The Exile of Samaria:  In the year 721 B.C.E, the Assyrian King Sanharib – who ruled in the area of Northern Iraq today – invaded the land of Israel, and expelled ten of the twelve Hebrew tribes to Assyria.  These ten tribes are known to have been lost to the Jewish people.  

2. The Exile of Jeohoiachin:  In the year 597 B.C.E., Jews from the land of Judah were exiled to the land of the two rivers, where ten thousand inhabitants of Jerusalem were brought to Babylonia by its king Nebuchandnezzar.  

3. The Exile of Zidqiah:  In the year 586 B.C.E., the Babylonian king Nebuchandnezzar invaded the land of Judah one more time and took Jerusalem, plundered the Holy Temple of Solomon that caused its destruction and set the structure afire.  About forty thousand Jews were exiled to Babylon, and this marked the end of the Kingdom of Judah.   The Babylonian invading enemies confiscated the archive of Judah, including the writing of King Solomon and took them for the scholars in Babylonia.  Only a small number of Jews remained in the land of Israel.  During the siege, many Jews had died of hunger and disease and vast numbers were killed by enemy troops.  Others fled to what was later to become France, Germany, and Spain.
No other country in the world, except Israel, is able to claim the special connection to the Jewish people that Iraq could.  Mesopotamia was the birthplace of Abraham, the Patriarch who traveled from Ur Kasdim, south of Babylonia around the year 1800 B.C.E., to south of Canaan in the land of Israel.  The irony of the history of the Jews in Iraq is that more than millennia after the “journey” of their ancestor Abraham, that "path" was reversed by the multitude of Abraham's descendants from Samaria and Jerusalem who were expelled to the plains of Mesopotamia.

Following the destruction of the First Temple, the prophet Ezekiel who was one of the exiled Jews during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar, began to preach to the Jewish community and came with the idea of establishing the synagogue as a place of worship for the Jewish people.  Thus, the first synagogue in history was established in Babylonia.  

In Babylon the priest Ezra the Scribe emerged only to travel to Jerusalem to re-establish a Jewish presence.  The peak of the writings of the Jewish religious scholars was reflected in the Babylonian Talmud.  It was compiled in Mesopotamia and had undergone its final redaction ensuring that it be recognized as the highest legal authority for Jews throughout the world.    
It is noteworthy that many of the great Hebrew prophets and several known priests lived in Assyria and Babylon. We can mention among them the prophets Ezekiel, Nehemiah, Zechariah, Yonah, Nahum, Daniel, Hanania and Azraia, and the priests Ezra Ha-Sofer (The Scribe) and Yehoshoua Cohen Gadol.  For centuries, Iraqi Jews constantly visited their tombs specifically during religious holidays. Furthermore, the Jews also made pilgrimage to other shrines such as the tomb of Sheikh Ishaq Gaon in Baghdad.    

Very few countries in the world have experienced in their long history so many radical changes of empires and rulers as the land of the two rivers.  Long before the most important cities in the world came to be known to today's society, the land known today as Iraq saw the rise and fall, the growth and decline of dynasties and nations.  Sumerians, Acadians, Babylonians and Assyrians, Parthians and Medians, Persians and Sassanides are more than mere names during a period that lasted thousands of years.  All these empires were perished, but the Jews in that country were able somehow to survive.  Babylonia was a land that enjoyed the unbroken presence of a Jewish community for over two and a half millennia. 

Almost fifty years after the Jews’ exile to Babylon, Cyrus - the King of Persia -conquered the land. In a “Decree of Return for the Jews” from the year 539 B.C.E, Cyrus encouraged the Babylonian Jews to return to the Land of Israel and rebuild the Second Temple.  Thousands of Jews returned to their ancestors’ land, thus the Babylonian captivity ended.  However, tens of thousands of others remained behind due to the difficulties in the Land of Israel.  Centuries later, Babylon became the spiritual center of Jewish Diaspora (Jewish communities outside of Israel) and the seats of its great academies.

Following the destruction of the Second Temple in the year 69 C.E., the Jews of the Land of Israel were suffering continuous persecution.  As a result, many scholars came from Babylon to Zion to strengthen the Jewish Community and the Sanhadrine Academy there.  The results of this education quickly bared fruit.  The explanation of the various opinions of the Jewish law became the basis of the Jerusalemite Talmud. 

Following that era, the focal point of the Talmud study moved to Babylonia.  In later centuries, Mesopotamia became more hospitable to Jews and the home to some of the world's most prominent scholars who produced the Babylonian Talmud between 500 and 700 C.E. 

In Babylonia, Jews periodically suffered persecution and discrimination. However, surviving documentation from that historical era shows that the country’s Jewish community flourished, and that its later integration and friendly ties with Moslem neighbors did not interfere with the degree to which that community stayed close-knit and vibrant.

The estimated number of one million Jews living in Iraq at the time may measure the flowering and the influence of the Jewish community in Babylon before the advent of Islam.  

Following the rise of the Islam and its dominance in the land known today as Iraq, many new cities were established.  The formation of Baghdad took place by the second Abbasid Khalif, Abu Ja'avar Al-Mansour in 762 C.E. The first important consequence, which followed its selection as metropolis of the “Abbasid Empire,” was a change in the residence of the Jewish academies to the Metropolis.  

Under the Abbasids, the Jews continued to prosper and gradually the Babylonian Jews gave up the Aramaic as their spoken and literary language adopting Arabic for their daily use.

In the first half of the fourteenth century, the Jews lost their eminence in the affairs of the state of the country.  That reflected the beginning of the decline of the Iraqi Jewish Community for a period that lasted about four centuries.

Historians are unanimous in the view that modernization of the Iraqi Jewish community began in the first half of the nineteenth century, when Iraq was under the Ottoman Empire.  Religious minorities including Jews, were declared ‘millet’ namely communities with religious and educational autonomy. 

It is noteworthy that modernization of the community was accomplished without upheavals or crises.  In the second half of the nineteenth century, community rabbis displayed moderation and sympathy for modernization trends, and were open to innovation.

Between the mid-nineteenth century and the World War I, Iraqi Jews were economically prospering and engaging in the trade of silk, textiles, precious stones, and foodstuffs with Syria, India, Vienna, Singapore, Persia, and London.  They succeeded in supplanting merchants from other ethnic groups in the country and even European traders, including the British.   

By the beginning of the 20th century, the Jews of Iraq, and especially of Baghdad, had become more modernized. They enjoyed relative freedom in religious practice.  Equality of rights had been granted to them and few of them were serving in the Ottoman parliament.  

On the eve of World War I, in the last days of the Ottoman Empire, the Jews completely dominated Iraqi trade, foreign as well as domestic. After the war, and while under British rule, the political situation of the Iraqi Jews improved further as did their education. Following the establishment of the monarchy in 1921, few Iraqi Jews were elected to parliament, and one Jew became a minister. Many Jewish intellectuals had graduated from the Iraqi Jewish educational system, speaking Arabic, Hebrew, English, and French.

During the 1920s, the Zionist movement had also made its way to Iraq. This marked the beginning of the deterioration of the Jews of Iraq. From 1929 onward, Jews were persecuted for Zionist beliefs and activities. Many Hebrew language teachers who had come from Palestine were forced to leave.  Iraq became an independent state in 1932. Its 2,500-year-old Jewish community began to suffer horrible persecution since that time, particularly as the Jews' drive for a state in the land of Israel intensified.  By then, the era of tolerance was over. A pro-Nazi government came to power in Iraq and enacted statutes based on Germany's Nuremberg Laws. Jews were stripped of political and economic power.  In June 1941, the Mufti-inspired, pro-Nazi coup of Rashid Ali Al-Kailani sparked rioting and a pogrom of Jews in Baghdad.  Armed Iraqi mobs, with the complicity of the police and the army, murdered about 179 Jews and wounded more than 2,200 others. Many Jewish properties in the Iraqi capital were destroyed.  Additional outbreaks of anti-Jewish rioting occurred during the period 1946-1949.  After the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, Zionism became a capital crime, and in 1948, martial law was imposed.  Shafiq Ades, - a wealthy Jewish businessperson – was executed. 

In 1948, when Israel was created, Iraqi Jews joined more than 750,000 other Jews fleeing Arab nations. Thousands of Iraqi Jews began to flee to Iran and many of them immigrated to Israel.  In 1947, there were about 137,000 Jews living in Iraq.  From May 1950 to August 1951 and after more than 2500 years of Diaspora, Iraqi Jews began to leave the country in large numbers. They were permitted to do so within a period of a year provided they would forfeit their citizenship. A mass exodus of Iraqi Jews took place "back to" Israel. A year later, however, the property of Jews who immigrated was frozen and economic restrictions were placed on Jews who chose to remain in the country. From 1949 to 1951, 104,000 Jews were evacuated from Iraq in Operation “Ezra and Nehemia”; another 20,000 were smuggled out through Iran.  About 10,000 – 12,000 Jews remained in the country.

Starting in 1952, the Iraqi government barred Jews from directly immigrating to Israel.  However, they were allowed to travel to other countries if they wished to do so.  That same year the authorities publicly hanged two Jews after charging them with hurling a bomb at the Baghdad office of the U.S. Information Agency.  

The Jewish Community in Iraq 1958-1967

In the early morning hours of the 14th of July 1958, a revolution took place in Iraq that ushered in a new chapter in the modern history of the country.

During the first days of the revolution, the Jews of Baghdad all shut themselves in their homes "until things would blow over.” And indeed at the first demonstration staged by various "supporters of the revolution,” anti Jewish and anti Christian slogans were held aloft.  In one case, after the outbreak of a large fire at the oil tanks near Baghdad, a rumor was spread, laying the blame on the Jews.  A number of resident Jews from that neighborhood were taken captive, and only the quick intervention of the military caused the mob to disperse and saved the Jews from being lynched.

The Jews situation was not always steady following "the revolution" of 1958, but the coup's leader General Abd Al-Karim Kassem's relative benevolence, allowed the Jews to live in peace.  During his four and a half years as a leader of the country, the Jews mostly enjoyed freedom and a sense of security, and a long period of relative calm and prosperity, but during the years after Kassem's rule the situation worsened and reached new heights of discrimination, fear, and terror.  The irony was that Jews were considered by all segments of the population to belong to the elite of Iraqi society, both in education and culture as well as economically. For decades, the Jews of Iraq were able to leave the country if they wished to do so, but after Kassem's assassination and towards the end of the Ba’ath regime in 1963, the Jews were prevented from leaving the country.  

Kassems' period could be considered as the best for the Jews of Iraq, who remained in the country following the mass immigration of the Jews in the years 1950-1951.  

With the rise of the Ba’ath party to power in 1963, additional restrictions were placed on the remaining Iraqi Jews. The sale of property was forbidden, and in 1964, all Jews were forced to carry yellow identity cards.

The Six Days' War and its Repercussions on the Lives of the Jews of Iraq.

The Jewish community in Iraq was suddenly confronted by the events of the Six Days War.

In solidarity with the Egyptian president Jamal Abd Al-Nasser who announced the blockade of the Tiran Straits, the Iraqi president Abd Al-Rahman Arif committed himself to sending an Iraqi military contingent to Israel's eastern border.

On Monday June 5, 1967, the war broke out.  In Iraq, the Israeli planes attacked the Iraqi Airbase H-3 on the morning of June 6.  Feelings ran high in Baghdad and the first Jews were arrested.

All over Iraq, a sense of doom was set in but not for so long. The shame and anger at having failed was directed at the Jews.  They were chosen as the most convenient target for venting the feeling of revenge.  Dozens of Jews were arrested.  Their exact number varied from time to time, but at its peak, it reached 100.

The few thousand remaining Jews were the targets of the Arabs' hatred; the latter hardly differentiated between their animosity towards Israel and plain anti-Semitism.   The authorities claimed that Zionism was the major trend in Judaism, and that therefore an opposition to Zionism entailed an opposition to the central goals and interests of Jewish life.

The Jews, who were not in prison, were in effect, under house arrest.  Their financial assets and large percentages of their bank accounts were frozen.  More repressive measures were imposed: Jewish property was expropriated; Jewish bank accounts were frozen; businesses were shut; trading permits were cancelled; telephones were disconnected. Jews were placed under house arrest for long periods or restricted to the cities. They remained without a minimal sense of security for their lives.  Many of them were fired from their workplaces.  Their pharmacies and many of their businesses were shut down.   Following orders from the government, the phones in their houses were disconnected and they were not allowed to leave the country - a measure that was actually decreed few years before the Six Days War -. The Jews were restricted from moving freely from one city to the next.  They were persecuted in every area.

The Iraqi authorities did not cooperate with international organizations that attempted to help the Jews on a humanitarian basis.  A representative of the International Red Cross, who visited Iraq after the war, learned that the Jewish community was living in fear and under great stress and duration; he was not allowed to meet the community leaders.

The Ba’ath Regime and its Attitude towards the Jews.

On July 17, 1968, a military junta supported by the Ba'ath party staged a coup d'etat against the President Abd Al-Rahman Arif.  The regime's policy was that of "destroy and rule.”

The Attitude of the New Regime towards the Jews

On October 9, 1968, the Jewish community returned to live in an atmosphere of terror.

In an item, which appeared in the Iraqi Press, it was stated: "A military airplane took off last night from Basra with 17 Zionists spies on board, most of them Jews, and landed at the military airbase in Baghdad.”

The news item descended upon the entire community like thunder on a clear day.  A spokesperson of the military Ba’ath party junta, announced that an espionage network that had been uncovered, had been operating in the service of Israel and the imperialism under the leadership of a Basra Jew.  

The authorities described the dozens of detainees as a well-organized network, trained by the Israelis and working for the American intelligence.

The Iraqi administration “discovered” an additional reason for harassing the Jews.  During the war of attrition, which was fought in the Jordan Valley towards the end of 1968, the Iraqi forces were active partners in shelling Israeli settlements in the Beit Shean area.  On December 1, 1968, Israeli warplanes began to bombard the Iraqi positions in Irbid.  The bombardment continued for four days.  The Israeli defense forces inflicted heavy losses on the Iraqi units.

During the funeral possession for the fallen soldiers that were conducted in Baghdad, tens of thousands of people excited the crowds in the Iraqi capital, demanding "Jewish blood.” The President of Iraq Ahmed Hassan Al-Bakr gave a speech before the participants in the funeral procession:  "I swear to you in the name of the revolution, they will not remain anymore a single alive spy on Iraq’s territory.”

The crowd was thirsting for blood.  The regime bowed to the pressure and ordered that a trial be staged for the Jews.

The partially public trials were designated as "espionage trials against Israel and the imperialism.” Most of the accused were Jews who clearly had never anything to do with espionage.   

On Monday, January 27, 1969, the head of the military court that convicted the accused of spying for Israel, pronounced the death sentences that had been passed against 14 of the accused, 9 Jews among them.

On that very early morning, a convoy of military trucks left the gates of the central prison in Baghdad and continued towards the largest square of the city.  There, eleven of the condemned people – eight of them were Jews - that were previously executed within the gallows courtyard of the prison were hanged at the foot of the tall gallows.  

Early that morning, the Iraqi media was announcing a “celebration” and calling the masses to come and “see the refreshing sight and participate in the joy of the people’s victory.”  According to the Baghdad’s radio, more than 200,000 men, women, and children paraded and danced past the scaffolds where the bodies of the hanged Jews swung; the mob rhythmically chanted "Death to Israel" and "Death to all traitors." This display brought a worldwide public outcry that Radio Baghdad dismissed by declaring: "We hanged spies, but the Jews crucified Christ." Jews remained under constant surveillance by the Iraqi government.

That day, life in the capital of Iraq came to a standstill. That day, was declared “a national holiday for Iraq.” In Baghdad that “improvised celebration” around the gallows in the Liberty Square was viewed as an attempt to prove that, the Arabic Socialist Ba’ath party was “in the forefront of the struggle to liberate Palestine.” Yasir Arafat, then the spokesman of “Fatah,” sent the Iraqi president his blessings for “this great deed.”

In Basra, the southern seaport, a similar “festival” was going on around the hanging corpses of three other victims, among them that of the Jew who had been accused of standing at the head of the network.

The Ba’ath regime great fear – like that of all its predecessors – was that a sudden coup d’etat would terminate not only the rule of the officers who sat in government palaces, but also their lives. It was obvious that the Jews were taken advantage of as scapegoats, and all the discontent and anger of the masses were directed at them.

Several other Jews, who were arrested following the Ba’ath party “revolution” of 1968, were never found and pronounced dead.  Another Jew who was taken with those who were later executed was tortured and killed in the prison, but the authorities announced that he escaped the country.  A Jew, who was killed in prison, was brought to burial together with the nine executed Jews.  During that year, four more Jews were known to have been executed and several others were killed in prisons.

Starting in 1963, the different governments that took control in Iraq had occasionally victimized the Jews who remained in the country whenever it was politically convenient.  Jews were not allowed to hold jobs in state enterprises.

The Iraqi Jews' condition in most of the second half of the twentieth century underwent the most radical change not because of internal developments within Iraq itself, but as the result of an intensification of the Jewish-Arab conflict.  The Arabs' failure - including the Iraqis - during the six days' war of 1967 and the war of attrition, which followed, caused a severe setback in the Jews' condition, this time beyond repair.  No longer the deeds of an incited, unruly mob, but a systematic persecution on part of the government itself.  During a five-year period (1968 – 1973) while the Ba’ath party was in power, the Iraqi government together with the country’s different intelligence services had executed, abducted, tortured to death, and stood behind the disappearance of more than 55 innocent Jews.  They were guilty of no crime but of being Jews.  That was the government’s expression of its frustration from different spheres of the Ba’ath party’s inept to deal with the country’s problems and in the government’s attempt to distract attention from its own failings.

It is important to note that the majority of the 10,000 members of the Iraqi Jewish community who remained in the country after 1951, foresaw a possible future persecution of the Jews there and had gradually left Iraq or escaped the country during the fifteen years’ period following the mass immigration to Israel in 1950-1951, with only a small portion of their assets in their possession.  Those Jews had eventually settled in Europe, the United States, Canada and Israel.

In 1970, hundreds of the 3,300 Jews who were living in Iraq at the time began to flee the country.  About 136 of them were caught and brought to trial. In response to international pressure, the Baghdad government quietly allowed most of the remaining Jews to emigrate, even while leaving other restrictions in force.  

In September 1972, and after a relative calm in the situation of the Jews in Iraq, the wave of persecution was renewed, during which nine Jews were kidnapped and disappeared without leaving a trace.

Referring to some of the missing Jews during that time, the Baghdad newspapers announced that they had fled “justice.” This type of announcement, the confiscation of the property of the missing persons close to the time of their kidnapping, similar to what was done on the eve of the stage trials and public hangings in 1969, and the evasive answers given by the Iraqi administration and by its representatives abroad – raise the fear that these Jews are no longer alive.

During the Iraq-Iran war (1980-1988), several Jews were drafted to the Iraqi army.  In the late 1990’s, and on the eve of a Sukkoth Jewish holiday, a Palestinian broke into the headquarters of the Jewish community in Baghdad and killed two Jews and a Muslim caretaker.  It is important to note that during that period the government continued to engage in anti-Semitic rhetoric. One statement that it issued in 2000 referred to Jews as "descendents of monkeys and pigs, and worshippers of the infidel tyrant."  

Operation Iraq Freedom 

For centuries, Iraqi Jews were enjoying relative freedom in practicing their religion. Until Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, one synagogue - Meir Tweig - continued to function in Baghdad.  No services have been held at this synagogue since the war. The lawlessness that has replaced Saddam's harsh rule has exposed all Iraqis to danger, and the handful of Baghdadi Jews has been feeling particularly at risk. 
Following Operation Iraqi Freedom, U.S. officials were able to salvage a large number of old Jewish books, manuscripts and records – one of them dates back to the 16th century - from the flooded basement of the bombed-out Mukhabarat (Security) building. These were originally seized from the Iraqi Jewish community by Iraqi secret police in the 1980s.  After their recovery, the Coalition Provisional Authority shipped this treasure to the United States for conservation.  They are currently placed at the National Archive and Record Administration in Washington, waiting for funds to be raised for their preservation.  

Few months after Operation Iraqi Freedom, the Jewish Agency and the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society airlifted nine members of the Iraqi Jewish community, who were between 70 – 99 years old, to Israel. The Jewish Agency later flew seventeen more Jews to Israel.     

At the second half of 2003, and with the tenors of threats from Iraq’s Wahabi mosques increasingly acid and incitement rank in the country’s newspapers, Baghdad does not seem anymore a place for Jews to live in.  In a September 2003 headline the local paper Al-Shiraa blamed inflation on “the Jews, thieves and immigrants”.  Accompanying the article was an objection by Sheikh Iyad Jamal Al-Din to the appointment of “the Jew” Ezra Levy to the Governing Council. Ezra Levy had been out of the country for three months.  He was one of the Jews who were previously airlifted to Israel by HIAS and the Jewish Agency.  

Sunni Wahabi clerics in the Iraqi capital, believed to be in cahoots with the insurgents, openly accused “the Jews” of instigating the American invasion to sap Iraq of its oil and have issued fatwas (religious decrees) ordering the execution of any Jew who purchases property in Iraq, or any Muslim selling property.

Summary

At the beginning of the twenty first century, the number of Iraqi Jews in the country continued to dwindle and became insignificant probably forever. At the time of compiling this brief history – March 2004 - there were about 23 Jews known to be still living in Baghdad.  Furthermore, certain publications referred to the existence of scores of other Iraqi Jews in the country who are not registered with the community or connected to it, out of fear of being identified as Jews.  

On March 2004, an interim Iraqi constitution was signed by the Iraqi Governing Council. In a paragraph within Article eleven of the constitution it was stated that any Iraqi who had lost his or her nationality is allowed to return to the country.  In an interview with the New York Times from March 24 2004, given by Dr. Ahmad Chalabi, a member of the Iraqi Governing Council, he mentioned that the related paragraph includes the Jews.  It is waited to be seen if the National Assembly that is supposed to be elected on December 2004 or January 2005 and will be enacted in interpreting the constitution will agree to such a language.  Regardless of the outcome, the Iraqi Jewish Communities worldwide don’t know of any Iraqi Jew who is planning to go back to Iraq.  This is due to the sufferings, the executions of tens of members of the community and the confiscation of billions of dollars (in today’s terms) worth of the community’s assets in Iraq during the twentieth century.  Furthermore, the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs approach is that in terms of compensations, the case of Iraqi Jews should not be separated from the overall issue of refugees, since there is a general Middle Eastern refugee problem to be solved.  It is assumed that in the long run, the Israeli government’s approach will be a key factor. 

Iraqi Jewish organizations worldwide believe that when time is more favorable and democracy is real in Iraq, Iraqi Jews and their descendants will look forward to visit their country of origin.

Most of Iraq's remaining Jews are unsure if they would like to start a new life elsewhere.  Upon the departure or death of the last remaining Jews in Iraq, a history of 2,600 years of Jewish presence in the country will come to a close.  

The Iraqi Jews’ connection to their country of birth is rooted deeply into the land’s history.  They were once part of a large and well-developed Jewish community in ancient Babylonia and Mesopotamia and have a distinct tradition and culture of their very own. The present day Iraqi Jewish community - scattered worldwide - takes pride in the fact that it is the most ancient Jewish community in the Diaspora.   This community had witnessed days of light and joy as well as dark days that will forever be a discredit to Iraq’s modern history.
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