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PROLOGUE

The house had just been completed. After all that construction, all they 
needed to purchase was gates for the porches.

“I’m going to get a few estimates,” Rabbi David Ozeirey told his wife, 
Barbara. He then proceeded to call the numbers on his list. After a few 
phone calls to various metalworkers, he reached Mr. Faks.

“Hello, is this Mr. Faks?”
“Yes, who is speaking?”
“My name is David Ozeirey and I’m calling to get an estimate for a gate 

on my porch and…”
“Who is this? Did you say David Ozeirey? Isn’t your father-in-law Mr. 

Nouri Dayan?”
“Yes, he is…”
“Well, I will be right over. What is your address? I will be doing the 

job…”
“Wait, I’m not sure… I mean I want to see… you know, your workman-

ship, quality, style, price…”
“Never mind, I’ll be right over,” answered Mr. Faks. “Wait for me!”
Within 20 minutes, Mr. Faks arrived with his tape measure and other 

paraphernalia and set to work immediately.
“Mr. Faks, hold it! I’m not sure about anything yet,” Rabbi Ozeirey pro-

tested.
“Listen here, Rabbi, and listen carefully. I use the best materials and 

deliver the best quality workmanship, and the price? Well, why do you 
think I came here so fast? Many years ago, I arrived here from Syria, broke, 
penniless, like a dog. Nobody would even look at me. I didn’t know what 
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to do with myself. And then, your father-in-law found me. You know 
what he did? He put money in my pocket, and gave me a job, but that 
wasn’t all that he gave me. He also gave me a way of life. I wasn’t reli-
gious. He showed me how to live, what to do and what not to do — with 
love. Because of him, my family is religious today. He took my kids, and 
put them in yeshiva for free. Today, my daughter is religious and covers 
her hair. I will never forget this man all my life!”

Rabbi Ozeirey wondered where all this was leading.
“I worked for his company until it closed down. I had to look for a new 

job and I went into this business and became successful right away. My 
first order was for 300 high-end steel medallions. They were very costly, 
beautiful, and ornate. However, the company only took 296 medallions 
and left me with four of them. I have them stored away for years, and 
didn’t want to part with them. I set them aside for someone special, some-
one I love. And I love Mr. Dayan! I will give you these medallions for free. 
As for the rest of the bars, I will only charge you cost price — and my work 
is high quality. But for Mr. Dayan, anything.”

Mr. Faks showed a skeptical Rabbi Ozeirey the medallions.
“But they look old and dirty…”
“Don’t worry,” Mr. Faks reassured him, “I know my business — I will 

make them look like new and then I will glaze them with a special treat-
ment that will keep them rust-free and shiny for years to come. This is my 
small way of paying back Mr. Dayan for all the good he did for me — I 
love that man — I can never really pay him back…”

Indeed, Mr. Faks did a beautiful job, for cost price, plus the unique 
medallions.

But to Rabbi David and Barbara Ozeirey, the beautiful gates represent 
something far more precious: the incomparable legacy of Mr. Nouri Dayan.

Who was this unique man who, many years after he left this world, still 
evokes awe and gratitude in hundreds of people?

“A tzaddik,” declared Rav Ben Sion Abba Shaul, Rosh Yeshiva of Porat 
Yosef Yeshiva in Yerushalayim, upon seeing him.

How did this man, orphaned as a baby, deprived of a normal childhood, 
become a devoted servant of G-d, community leader, and tireless soldier 
for his people?

Let us find out.
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Chapter 1: 

BAGHDAD, OTTOMAN EMPIRE, C. 18951

He was a young man. When he bent over his craft, he could have 
passed for one of the many craftsmen working steadily at his trade, 

be he Jew or Arab. It was when he stood up to his full height, straight and 
tall, with clear dark eyes, that one saw his innate nobility. Yosef Bibi was a 
cut above his peers.

He paused over the smooth sheet of metal, a smooth silver plate, very 
shiny and very valuable. He ran his long slender fingers over the glossy 
surface. It was time to take that plain piece of metal and transform it into 
something beautiful. It was time to embark on an artistic journey that was 
painstaking and tedious but ultimately exhilarating.

Yosef loved this part of the job. It was akin to taking a blank piece of 
paper and writing, sentence after sentence, until, suddenly there was a riv-
eting story where before there had been nothing. He had already mapped 
out his plan. He knew exactly how he wanted the finished product to look. 
It was time to begin.

He took his burin, a thin rod, similar to a screwdriver, and placed it 
over the pattern he had outlined. Then he took a hammer and gave a little 
tap. That was the first indentation. He moved the instrument slightly for-
ward — tap, tap — now the line was a centimeter long. Tap, tap, tap — the 
circle was deeper than the line but not deep enough to penetrate the silver. 
Tap, tap — an arch appeared. Tap, tap, tap — another circle. A cluster of 

1. Most of Part I has been based on family lore that has been passed down from generation 
to generation. Two interviews that were particularly helpful were that of Mr. Joe Bibi of 
Brooklyn and Mrs. Ruchoma Levy of Israel, grandchildren of Yosef Obadia Bibi. Details 
were supplemented by general research of the era. Ages of the protagonists are based on 
Ellis Island and family records. The dates of the given chapters are approximate.
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grapes was taking shape. Yosef was totally focused on his work. A cus-
tomer had ordered a very specific design. The silver was expensive. He 
couldn’t afford to mess up.

Not that he usually did. At 23 years old, Yosef Bibi was already a master 
craftsman. He had traveled as far as Bombay, India where he was hired by 
the wealthy Sassoon family — “the Rothschilds of the Middle East” — to do 
restoration work on the community’s religious artifacts (Sifrei Torah cases, 
brit trays, candlesticks, etc.), all of which were silver, copper, or brass.

Silver was the metal of choice during prosperous times. Ornaments and 
vessels made of silver were easy to repair and, after a quick polish, looked 
like new. Copper was a much cheaper alternative but it was often too weak 
to be used on its own and had to be mixed with other minerals that turned 
it into brass. Brass and copper required heavy polishing and much patience 
to make them sparkle as they should. Yosef labored for many weeks until 
all the community vessels and ornaments were restored.

The work in Bombay enhanced Yosef’s reputation as a master crafts-
man. He spent many months away from his family, living among strangers 
— warm and friendly strangers, but strangers all the same. Nonetheless, 
the work suited him. Yosef was quiet but industrious. He enjoyed his own 
company and was grateful to G-d Who had given him a talent with which 
to make an honest living.

When he returned to Baghdad, he continued working with his father 
and brothers on the ground floor of their home, where most Baghdadians 
had their businesses. One of the Bibi family’s specialties was their Sefer 
Torah cases. According to Sephardic tradition, these cases were made of 
metal and were works of art, usually custom-made to serve as a tribute to 
beloved, departed family members. Much thought went into which pesu-
kim to engrave on the surface of the case, so that they reflected the love of 
Torah and the devotion to G-d of those in whose honor the case was being 
dedicated.

In good times, the cases were made of solid silver. In difficult times, 
silver-plated brass or copper was used. Working with silver-plated brass 
was different from working with solid silver. The engraver pounded and 
chiseled at the thick metal until a beautiful design made of flowers, scrolls, 
stars, and rosettes, intertwined with Hebrew letters, emerged. He then 
melted a thin coating of silver and poured it over the copper to create a sil-
ver look. When even that was too expensive, the artisan used colored paints 
rather than the silver coating, resulting in a different but also beautiful look.

But the copper cases were very heavy; two people were needed to lift 
one case. So the Bibis stopped making copper cases and looked for other 
inexpensive alternatives to solid silver. Yosef experimented with a com-
bination of materials — thick, richly colored velvet — and silver. He 
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staggered the silver pieces so that there was significantly less silver being 
used, but the effect was very regal. 2

The Bibis also designed the elaborate ner tamid found in all Sephardic 
synagogues of that time. The typical ner tamid design was that of a fanoose, 
an upside-down dome elaborately elongated to create a dramatic effect. 
The inverted dome was topped with a saucer designed to be filled with 
water and oil. The water kept the oil afloat so that when its floating wicks 
were lit, their flame would be highly visible. Three chains suspended the 
fanoose from the ceiling, creating an elegant look. The Bibis took pride in 
beautifying the synagogues of their community.

I’m very fortunate, Yosef ruminated as he worked. I earn a living while 
engaging in a craft that I enjoy…

He had come to a tricky part in the design. It was time to heat the metal 
just enough to make it pliable — too much heat and the metal would liquefy, 
too cool and the metal would not budge. He worked carefully, patiently, 
stretching the silver so that the center of the design would be raised while 

2. “I think that the Sephardic tradition of having metal cases for their Sifrei Torah evolved 
because of the hot, Middle Eastern climate. The metal cases protected the parchment 
from the elements. The Ashkenazic environment was cooler, less conducive to rotting. 
Our cases were expensive, so people invested much time, thought, and creativity into 
designing them,” commented Mr. Joe Bibi in 2012.

An old Sephardic  
Sefer Torah case made of copper,  

inlaid with silver A fanoose
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the background would be lowered. 
There, he had done it. He examined 
his work with a critical eye: Had 
he achieved the three-dimensional 
effect that the customer ordered? 
The cluster of grapes lay flat in the 
background, allowing the letters to 
protrude in a way that emphasized 
their importance. He nodded to 
himself. Yes, it was good. He went 
on to the next phase of the project.

Tap, tap, tap.
He examined the results from a 

different angle.
Tap, tap.
He compared it to the original 

plan.
Tap, tap, tap.
“So, how are you doing, old 

man?”
Yosef looked up and smiled at 

his friend, Yaakob.3 At 23 years old, 
Yosef was used to being teased. In 
their community, people married 

young, and his single status was an open invitation to comment. He gave a 
brief nod and went back to his work.

“Listen, Bibi habibi, I have a great idea. The Bakal family, next door, they 
have a wonderful girl. I’m telling you, it’s a match made in Heaven.”

Yosef broke into a wide grin and put down his burin. “Ya, habibi — you 
must be joking. What, you want me to marry a baby? How old is she? 10?”

“Of course not, Yosef. You think I would suggest a child? She’s much 
older than that. She’s…” Yaakob started counting his fingers, “at least 13.”

“Thirteen? I think I’ll pass. Thanks anyway.” Yosef once again bent over 
his work.

“Yosef, is he bothering you?” piped up 7-year-old Selim,4 Yosef’s little 
brother, from the other end of the room.

“It’s fine,” Yosef drawled, already tap tapping.

3. Syrian Jewry traditionally pronounce the “bet” and “vet” as a “bet.” Therefore, Yaakov is 
pronounced Yaakob, Reuven was Reuben, and Rivka was Ribka, which ended up sound-
ing almost like Rebecca. Sephardic Jewry refers to Ma’ariv as Arbit.

4. It was common among Middle Eastern Jews to use the Arabic versions of their Jewish 
names. Hence Solomon became Selim.

In addition to the religious ornaments 
and objects, Sephardic Jewry decorated 

their synagogues with intricately engraved 
metalwork such as these doors to the 

heichal (aron kodesh).
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“I don’t give up so quickly, you know…”
Yosef grunted.
“I’m going to talk to your parents…”
This time Yosef didn’t even acknowledge his comment.
The Bakal family was just as well known in the community as the Bibis. 

They, too, were hardworking people who made an honest living, while 
upholding their Jewish traditions. They lived in the building next door to 
the Bibis and similarly had their business in the same building where they 
lived. On the ground floor, they had a large warehouse where they stored 
their products. The middle floor was their living quarters and on their roof 
was their “factory.”

The Bakals had a dried fruit and vegetable business. They bought pro-
duce in season and laid them on the roof, where the sun dried them out. 
They knew just how much sugar and flavorings to add so that their prod-
ucts would last for many months. The sugar served as a preservative and 
the flavorings ensured that the fruits and vegetables remained tasty. They 
stored them in their warehouse on the ground floor, where it was cool, and 
then they would sell them at a large profit many months later, when those 
very fruits and vegetables were out of season and unobtainable.

Once an idea germinates, it can take on a life of its own and that is what 
happened to the little “suggestion” that Yosef’s friend presented. As it 
turned out, Farha (Farch’ha) Bakal was already 14, almost an old maid by 
Middle Eastern standards. While she was 9 years younger than Yosef, this 
age gap wasn’t uncommon, and since there were so many other reasons 
that the match seemed promising, one thing led to another and soon they 
were married. The new Bibi couple began their life together in Baghdad, 
the city of their birth.

Baghdad’s first Jews arrived after the destruction of the First Bet HaMik-
dash in 3338 (586 BCE). In the next 2,500 years, the situation of the Jews of 
that region fluctuated between periods of great prosperity and great per-
secution.5 By the 16th century, the Jewish community reestablished itself 
and, under the Ottoman Empire, slowly emerged as a center for Middle 
Eastern Jewry, even creating satellite communities in China, India, Syria, 
and Egypt. This gave Baghdad’s Jews useful business connections that 
stretched from the Far East, all the way across the Ottoman Empire, and 
turned Baghdad into a wealthy and prosperous Jewish center, the second 
largest and most influential of all the Jewish communities in the Ottoman 
Empire.

5. In 1353, Tarlemane decimated the Jewish population and for the next century and a half, 
there was no real Jewish community in Baghdad (The Jews of the Middle East and North 
Africa in Modern Times, Columbia University Press, p. 352). Much of the historical infor-
mation in this chapter has been culled from the aforementioned book. Some of the infor-
mation on the Ben Ish Hai has been taken from the book Ari MiBavel.
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During the 1800’s, Jewish life in Baghdad reached a height it had not 
enjoyed since the period of the Geonim. By 1889, there were about 25,000 
Jews among a population of 100,000 Muslims and 5,000 Christians. A large 
part of this growth was due to the presence of one of the greatest Sep-
hardic leaders of the generation, Rav Yosef Chaim, author of the popular 
sefer Ben Ish Hai.

The Ben Ish Hai refused to accept a community position, but he 
remained the de facto leader by virtue of his greatness. His word begged 
obedience and the community flocked to hear his lectures every day. He 
would speak to the public for an hour, teaching Torah in a way that both 
laymen and scholars learned something. He was known for his uncompro-
mising adherence to the Law, but since he gave over his teachings with so 
much love, his people accepted his instructions willingly.

The Shabbat derashot of the Ben Ish Hai attracted over 4,000 men and 
women every week. After Minha in the Bet Knesset HaGadol, everyone 

6. For almost 400 years, the Ottoman Empire covered much of the Middle East, North Africa, 
and Central Asia. At its peak, it bordered Iran (Persia) on the Middle Eastern side, the Austro-
Hungarian Empire on the European side, and included Greece and most of the land along the 
Mediterranean Sea. At the time of our story, it had lost a large portion of its land but still included 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Eretz Yisrael (Palestine), and Jordan — none of which existed as independent 
countries until after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. These countries were formed roughly 
according to the regions into which they were subdivided during Ottoman rule. Nonetheless, as 
long as it was one empire, Jews moved often and freely from one region to the other.

The Ottoman Empire as of 18906
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would assemble in the adjoining Beit 
Knesset HaKatan, packing the large 
room and the balcony. He usually quoted 
the Zohar, giving a basic understanding 
of the text and then branching out as he 
wove in practical halachic instruction 
with ethical lessons in his 3-hour lecture. 
The crowd hung onto every word.

Farha Bakal regularly attended these 
derashot, and spoke reverently of the 
awesome experience for the rest of her 
life. She was a fitting partner for Yosef 
Bibi, who was known for his piety and 
his love of learning. Perhaps he too had 
been influenced by the Ben Ish Hai and 
his derashot, for Yosef Bibi had an unusual 
affinity for the Zohar and learned from it 
often. Late at night, when most people 
were long sleeping, Yosef was chanting 
from his worn sefer, swaying back and 
forth to the rhythm of his melody.

Under the leadership of the Ben 
Ish Hai, almost all of Baghdad’s Jews 
observed Shabbat, even as secular influ-
ences subtly crept into their society.7 
They served their neighboring com-
munities as well, providing them with 
rabbanim, dayanim, shohatim, soferim, and 
melamedim. Even the Baghdadian lay-
men bolstered those communities as they moved from one area to the other 
in search of better business opportunities.

Such was the case with Yosef Bibi. Shortly after his marriage, Yosef 
decided that it was time to leave Baghdad. He set his sights on Damascus, a 
much poorer and much smaller city than Baghdad, but a place where he felt 
they would do better financially. The Jews of Damascus were known for their 
exquisite engraving and, simply by reputation, they had formed a monop-
oly on metalwork in that area of the Middle East. They owned and operated 
large engraving factories with master craftsmen who trained apprentices and 
were paid not only for their work, but for training new workers. These facto-

7. At the funeral of the Ben Ish Hai, Rabbi Shimon Aaron Abba Agasi protested the new incur-
sions in traditional Judaism: publicly desecrating Shabbat, eating forbidden foods in non-
Jewish restaurants, attending theater, and women dressing immodestly [Western style]. 

Hacham Yosef Haim (1832-1909) was 
fondly known as the Ben Ish Hai, 

after one of the many sefarim that he 
authored. The Ben Ish Hai was often 

referred to as the Rambam of the East 
because of the universal acceptance 

that he garnered from all corners of the 
region. “Had he lived during the time of 

the Temple, it would never have been 
destroyed,” declared Rabbi David Hai 
HaCohen, “for, unlike then, when the 

Jews disregarded the admonitions of the 
prophets, the entire Baghdad community 

obeyed the Ben Ish Hai.” His expertise 
in all parts of Torah was legendary.
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ries were staffed exclusively by Jews. Customers from all over that region of 
the Middle East came to Damascus for their engraving needs.

Baghdad was in Iraq and Damascus was in Syria, but both were part of 
the Ottoman Empire and travel between the two areas was common. There 
were definite differences between the Jews of the two regions, but their 
traditions were almost identical. Language was probably the greatest bar-

rier; the Arabic dialects 
of the two regions were 
different enough to be 
confusing.

Yosef had always been 
ambitious and unafraid 
of change. He wasn’t 
daunted by the thought of 
learning a new language, 
meeting new people, 
forging new business 
contacts, and creating 
life anew. His new wife, 
Farha, loyally supported 
his vision, even though it 
couldn’t have been easy 
for her to leave her own 
family behind.

The Bet Knesset HaGadol, where Farha Bibi listened to the lectures of the Ben Ish Hai

A Damascus engraving factory
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A rare view of the entrance to Haret al Yahud (the Jewish Quarter) of Damascus, referred to as 
the Hara or Al-Amin, at the turn of the 20th century, around the time that the Bibis moved there

An aerial view of the Hara

The young Bibi couple packed up their modest belongings and set out 
to establish a new life in Damascus. 
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