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beating up a Jewish woman, he became very angry and berated them. They reported the
incident to the Governor, and caused him to be arrested. As soon as the arrest became
known to the elders of the Jewish community, they applied to the King requesting his
interference. The King gave the order to release him immediately. Yehi’el decided that this
was the time to go and emigrate to Israel with his friends: Haim Sha’ar and Ezrah Cohen.
At that time, his wife was pregnant for the third time, and together with his two children,
S-year-old Batyah and Aharon, who was 3, and 2 of his sisters — they set out.

From San’a they went by taxi to Damar. The next day they continued their journey on
donkeys until they arrived at the Jewish Agency’s absorption camp at Mass’abain. In this
camp, they stayed about 7 months and awaited their turn for Aliyah. While they were
waiting, Yehi’el Haiby and his friend, Haim Sha’ar, were put in charge of distribution of
food to those waiting in the camp. When their time came, they immigrated to Israel by ship,
via the Suez Canal and Port Said in Egypt. From there, they travelled by train to the
absorption camp for immigrants in Atlith. In Atlith, all the immigrants were distributed to
various settlements in Israel. After about a week, Yehi'el and his family were transferred to
a “Ma’abara” (transit camp) in Ramat Hasharon. There was no electricity there, and only
public showers and toilets.

In 1944, immigrants were received very badly. There was nobody to instruct them in work,
equipment, etc. The Labour Bureau supplied the men with hoes and sent them on
agricultural jobs. For that reason, he did not continue with his photographic work in Eretz
Yisrael.

The immigrants were full of love and appreciation for Eretz Yisrael, and they made no great
demands. They took everything as it came, in the belief that that was how things were in
Eretz Yisrael. “The land of Israel is acquired by suffering” they used to say. After staying in
tents for 18 months, they were transferred to permanent homes in Ra’anana. Yehi'el
continued to work in agriculture until his economic situation enabled him to enter into
partnership in a laundry in Ra’anana.

During all the years he lived in this country, his ambition was to publish his great treasure
of photographs — on Yemen, personages, events, places, views, markets, etc. But he waited
until his retirement, so that he could find free time from his work of supporting his family
and other family obligations, but unfortunately he did not live to fulfill his dream, and after
only one month of retirement he died of a heart attack. He left after him his wife, 5 children
and 7 grandchildren.

Therefore I, his wife, Ruma, have decided to execute .his mission and to publish what my
late husband, of blessed memory, had no time to do.

I would like to thank all those who assisted me and guided me: My brother, Rabbi Aharon
Hamdi, referred me to various entities and persons who were able to help me. I applied to
Rabbi Yosef Kapach for instruction and guidance and he assisted me very much.

Mr. Yosef Sha’ar, Ministry of Education Supervisor, guided and advised me in executing
this work and even volunteered to edit this album.

Special thanks are extended to family friend Sarah Ozery (nee Cohen), who devoted whole
days to first formulation of the material, identifying and collating it.

Mrs. Sarah Ozery did this as a mark of admiration to my late husband, who filled the void
left by her late father, Yosef Cohen, of blessed memory, who fell in the War of
Independence.

Rabbanit Bracha Kapah is also owed special thanks for her great activity, and so are the
Chairman of the Society for Social and Cultural Promotion, Mr. Ovadia Ben-Shalom, and
Mr. Yosef Dahuah Halevy, Editor of “Afikim”, who undertook to assist in the distribution
of the album.

I hope that many will peruse this album, which pours light on the life of the Jews in the
Diaspora of San’a and its surroundings during the first half of the 20th Century.



Yamen Seen Through Yehi’el Haiby’s Camera
by Ruma Haiby

Yehi’el Haiby was born to his parents, Yosef and Sarah Haiby, in the city of San’a, capital
of Yemen.

In his childhood, he studied with a number of teachers, as did all Yemenite children. At the
age of 12—13, he studied in the seminar of the Rabbi Yihye Kapach. At the same time, he
assisted his father in his store, selling various oils.

At the age of 18, he travelled from Yemen to his relatives in Asmara in Erithrea. From
there, he went to Italy and returned to Erithrea. During this journey, he learned Italian and
Ethiopian, and prepared to emigrate to Eretz Yisrael. In Ethiopia, he boarded a ship in
order to sail to Eretz Yisrael, but he didn’t know it was to sail to Hodida in Yemen.

During the journey, Haiby met delegations of foreign advisors, technicians and doctors who
were going to Yemen to work in the city of San’a, his birthplace. He became friendly with
an Italian doctor. The doctor marveled at his industry and knowledge in various fields, and
asked him to join the working team he had brough with him in order to establish a clinic in
San’a. He agreed to the offer and returned to his parents’ home.

At the age of 23, he married Ruma, nee Hamdi, and set up a family home to be proud of.
His married life was full of happiness. As was customary in Yemen, they lived in the same
house as the groom’s parents’ family. In the Haiby home, harmony, understanding and great
friendship reigned.

His father continued to work in his store, while the son, Yehi’el, started working in the
clinic of the doctor he had met on the ship. He became the doctor’s chief assistant and
house manager, and arranged everything necessary for the house and clinic. The doctor also
employed in his house cooks and servants for cleaning and guarding, and Yehi’el acted as
house manager and supplied all their requirements, everyting from food and cleaning
materials to ordering medical supplies and equipment for the clinic’s purposes. The orders
he sent to Italy, and all medical supplies were sent from there to the clinic.

He also acted as translator between the doctor and his patients, and as the years passed, he
learned to make injections and to assist the doctor in treating his patients.

The foreign medical team liked Yehi’el and taught him many things that were unusual in
Yemen, among them the art of photography. The medical staff saw to it that laboratory
equipment was ordered for him, outside Yemen, to develop his pictures and even automatic
cameras.

The Jewish community loved him very much. He was friend and confidant of the Rabbis
and elders in the community. He helped everyone, and they would come to him at all hours
of the day or night. For a sick person, they would wake him from sleep and he would hurry
on his bicycle to the Arab quarter to get the doctor. He himself would look after the patient
until his condition improved, and only then he would return home.

Each morning, he would rise early to pray. After prayers, he would receive the people who
came to him for injections and other treatments. Afterwards, he would go to work in the
clinic.

Yehi’el worked on his photography hobby a long time. All the pictures sent by relatives to
Eretz Yisrael were taken by him, because there was no other Jewish photographer in San’a.
Many families came to his house to have a souvenir photographer taken and to send it to
Eretz Yisrael.

The Arabs who worked in the homes of the foreign delegations in Yemen and in the
doctor’s home were jealous of him, and it was hard for them to digest the fact that a Jew
was successful and loved and respected by all. They tried to give him trouble at all times,
but without success. Once, when he was walking in the street and saw some Arab youths



In the seventeenth century, Rabbi Shalom Shabazi — the greatest poet of Yemenite Jewry —
saw San’a as the spiritual center for the Jewry of his time. Rabbi Amram Korach (among the
last of the Rabbis in the exile of Yemen), in his book entitled “Sa’arat Teiman,” published a
list of members of the “Beth Din” who were active in San’a up until the mass immigration
“On Eagles’ Wings” in the 1950°s.

Many a leader arose in time of need and distress who led the community through hardships
and humiliation by the local populace. Throughout this long period of exile of close to 3000
years they clung to the idea of the eternal triangle of the “Torah of Israel”, “The Land of
Israel”, and the “People of Israel”, in order to feel themselves different and hopeful for
redemption from their tormentors.

This spirit was passed on to each succeeding generation. It expresses itself in their mode of life
easily recognized in their texts and in some unpublished manuscripts found lately.

Material day to day life was secondary to spiritual religious life. They always felt “in exile”
and saw it as temporary. The highest “value” was the “Life of Torah and its spirit”.

Thus we find in their texts of unpublished manuscripts preserved to date, that their leaders
dealt with topics of “Emunah”, “Halacha”, “Kedusha” and “Geula” (Faith, Jewish Law, Piety
and Redemption). There is very little pre-occupation with materialism.

*

This album, a collection of important visual documentations, uncovers for us a little of the
different areas of Jewishi communal life in San’a, during the first half of the twentieth century,
within an Islamic setting.

Residents of San’a and its surroundings, citizens and foreigners, Jews and non-Jews, are
photographed in their unique garments of daily life as well as in special holiday and festival
dresses. In these photos one may discern the fine details of the costumes and the jewelery,
which according to specialists’ opinions are “finger-prints” of jewelery and dress from the First
and Second Temple periods. These original, variegated photographs, and the accompanying
explanations are likely to serve as source material, as well as provide some direction in the
material research of the culture of Yemenite Jewry. There is much here that may enlighten
historians, sociologists, authors, poets, and artists, as well as costume and make-up designers
who work in museums, theatres, cinemas, and television.

The photographer Yehi’el Haiby, of blessed memory, worked at a time and in an atmosphere
in which photography in Yemen was not only rare but also against the law. The King of
Yemen, who ruled with a harsh hand was also a zealous Imam Priest who saw photography
as an act negating the law of Islam — and anyone caught photographing was tried as a spy
who had committed a religious and civil misdeed. The majority of Mr. Haiby’s photographs
were taken in a concealed, underground fashion from windows or while travelling by car. In
1944 there occurred an unexpected change in Mr. Haiby’s photographic ventures, when he
received a permit — signed by Jewish leaders as well as well-known Moslems — testified taht
he was a loyal citizen, that he had no political affiliations, and that he had two cameras in his
possession which he could use on request from anyone.

Thousands of pictures bequeathed by the photographer Yehiel Haiby, were in need of
assembly, sorting, and cataloging which took several years and whose “first fruits” can be seen
in this album.

Rabbi Yosef Kapach, who was closely acquainted with Haiby in his youth in Yemen, aided
greatly in the design of this album.

This publication would not have come to light had it not been for the initiative of Mrs. Ruma
Haiby, widow of the late photographer Yehi’el Haiby, who donated much time, immeasurable
efforts, energy and family savings. May she be blessed for this work.

My thanks are hereby expressed to my wife, Naomi, who helped me in sorting these photos
and encouraged me in my editing which went on until the late hours mostly at night.

My thanks are expressed to my brothers Pinchas and Shimeon Avizemer and to my nephew
Tzion Shorer for their valuable comments while editing this album.

May Uriel Avizemer be well remembered among the initiators of this album.



Forword
by Josef Sha’ar, Editor

We are very pleased to present to the public this unusual work in the form of an album
photographed by Yehiel Haiby. It depicts San’a and its surroundings. This album
immortalises the Jewish Center of San’a for posterity through its many unusual photos
published here for the first time.

It should be stated at the outset that photography in Yemen is a “rare thing” and fairly new,
especially when the photographer is a Jew. This is explained later on. Exceptions to the above
were the photographs by David the son of Sa’id Arusi in the beginning of this century and
later on about 50 years ago by the renowned photographers Carl Rathjins and Herman
Burchardt of Germany who visited Yemen and immortalized the Jewish Community on film.

About a year ago in 1983, “Beth Hatefuzot”, the museum of the Diaspora in Tel Aviv
exhibited the photos of these artists and their rare work, “The Jewish Communities of
Yemen.”

It is worthwhile to note that the Jewish Community in Yemen dates back, according to some,
to the period prior to the time of King Solomon and others date their arrival to the period of
the First Temple. The beginning, in any case, of the Yemen diaspora is among the most
ancient ones even though they are not too clear.

The Jews of Yemen were scattered in over a thousand locations all in the southern half of the
Arabian peninsula. Wherever they resided Jewish communal life was created. Such important
centers existed in Shar-ab, Beytha, Ra’da, Yarim, Damar, Haidan, Da’ada, Manakha,
Shehbam, to mention just a few.

The most important Jewish communal center was of course in the capital of Yemen, San’a. It
had the largest population compared to other Jewish communities. It was also the seat of
Jewish leadership and the highest “Bet Din” of Yemen. That Beth Din was considered the
supreme authority in religious and social matters. All religious leaders from all other Jewish
communities in the Arabian Peninsula recognized and looked to this central beth Din in San’a
for Halachic decisions, even though there were great scholars in some of the other centers in
Yemen.

The spiritual and religious leadership dealt not only in matters of personal marital status and
Halachic decision-making, but were also involved in the material survival and daily existence
of the community. Jewish communal leaders came to the aid of communities in distress, as
well as individuals in other areas, in order to annual harsh and cruel decrees which had been
imposed upon them by the local rulers.

We find evidence of San’a’s centrality to the life of Yemenite Jewry in “Responsa” literature,
in extensive Torah literature, as well as in many historical works connected to this particular
community.

For example:

In one of the epistles (written appeals) of the Gaonic period, the heads of Babylonian
Yeshivahs beseech Yemenite Jewry to make donations to emissaries on their behalf, in San’a,
describing it as the center of the Yemenite Diaspora.

In the fourteenth century, the Rabbis of San’a gave their approval to the book “Al Haqiq”,
(Book of the Truth), whose Midrashic content is an allegorical treatise, and which was written
by one of the Rabbis of Sa’da in Northern Yemen.

In the sixteenth century, the heads of the Yeshivah in Tiberias sent an emissary to collect
funds all over and also in Yemen. The emissary wrote back that “communities have been
found in the Land of Yemen, but above all, in the district of San’a.”
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This album, a collection of important visual documentations, uncovers for us a little of the
different areas of Jewish communal life in San"a, during the first half of the twentieth century,
within an Islamic setting.

Residents of San’a and its surroundings, citizens and foreigners, Jews and non-Jews, are
photographed in their unique garments of daily life as well as in special holiday and festival
dresses. In these photos one may discern the fine details of the costumes and the jewelery,
which according to specialists’ opinions are “finger-prints™ of jewelery and dress from the First
and Second Temple periods. These original, variegated photographs, and the accompanying
explanations are likely to serve as source material, as well as provide some direction in the
material research of the culture of Yemenite Jewry. There is much here that may enlighten
historians, sociologists, authors, poets, and artists, as well as costume and make-up designers
who work in museums, theatres, cinemas, and television.

The photographer Yehi'el Haiby, of blessed memory, worked at a time and in an atmosphere
in which photography in Yemen was not only rare but also against the law. The King of
Yemen, who ruled with a harsh hand was also a zealous Imam Priest who saw photography
as an act negating the law of Islam — and anyone caught photographing was tried as a spy
who had committed a religious and civil misdeed. The majority of Mr. Haiby's photographs
were taken in a concealed, underground fashion from windows or while travelling by car.
Thousands of pictures bequeathed by the photographer Yehi'el Haiby, were in need of
assembly, sorting, and cataloging which took several years and whose *first fruits” can be seen
in this album.

Rabbi Yosef Kapach, who was closely acquainted with Haiby in his youth in Yemen, aided
« greatly in the design of this album.
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