
586 SECTION TWO, CHAPTER THREE

T
LETTERS SENT TO BEN YIJU BY JOSEPH B. ABRAHAM 587

found in Sicily, Egypt and Yemen. Joseph asks Ben Yijii (lines 27-28) in
kana tamma !aka safr ila 'adan am la, the most simple translation ofwhich
would be 'did you succeed in traveling to Aden or not.' All of this leads us
to the conclusion that the letter was sent to Ben Yijii somewhere in inland
Yemen, where we find him, for example, in III, 32 and 38. The fact that he
later wrote on the paper's reverse, blank side a list of items he carried with
him on his way out of India to Yemen (III, 24) does not prove otherwise.
As we have already seen, he saved and carried with him wherever he went
every piece of paper he had and often wrote on a letter's blank space some­
thing else in a different place. Note, for example, that Joseph b. Abraham
sent III, 2 from Aden to Ben Yijii, who was in India, but the latter later
wrote in Yemen the text ofhis own letter to some other merchant in India
(III, 28a). From all of this it follows that there is no evident reason to fix
the time of this letter on the basis II, 7. On the contrary, it probably was
written during Ben Yijii's stay in Yemen, ca. 1140-45; for these dates see
the introduction to III, 21.}

III, 9 LetterfromJoseph b. Abraham to Abraham Ben Tijii

Aden, ca. 1150 {ca. 1148-49}

TS 12.235

Same paper and hand as III, I. Very much damaged by holes. About
two thirds of the text is effaced by water. On the verso, Ben Yijil wrote
accounts [= III, 27].

The letter was written in Aden, as proven by references to persons and
places (lines 20-21; 13 and 15 respectively) and is addressed to Zabld
(verso, line 2). I About this town on the coastal plain of southwest Yemen,
see II, 20, lines 45-47. From Zabld, or rather its seaport Ghulayfiqa (see
III, 25, lines 1-4), one traveled direcdy to India, without stopping at
Aden, though it was along the route (see II, 20, line 47). This explains
the reference to pepper (margin, line 3) in a letter sent to a town lying to
the northwest of Aden. The elaborate description of a consignment of
almonds (line 25 and margin, lines 15-17) appears puzzling. Zabld, of
course, is nearer to the almond growing district of Yemen than Aden.2

However, in those years Zabld was mosdy in the hands of the Abyssin­
ian Banu 'l-Najjal;t, who were at war with the various other rulers of
Yemen.3 Thus it was easier to supply that town with luxury fruits grow­
ing around San'a from Aden, and, as we learn from our letter (margin,
lines 16-17), even there only limited quantities were available.

A comparison of the passage in the margin, lines 11-18, with recto,
lines 22-23, shows that the letter was sent after the sailing season,
overland from Aden to Zabld.+Also in Mediterranean countries letters,
dealing with people and merchandise traveling by sea were commonly
sent by messengers overland; c£ IV, 76, lines 3-6. Perhaps our letter was
damaged by water when Ben Yijrr sailed from Yemen to Egypt {or, as I
have suggested, when sent to him to India}.

The approximate date of the letter can again be fixed by a refer­
ence to Ben Yijrr's brother Mevasser. In lines 8-9 of the margin,]oseph
announces that a letter had arrived from Mevasser and would be for­
warded together with our document. In 1148, Mevasser still lingered

I {See the comments added at the end of the introduction, where an alternate interpreta-
tion is suggested.}

2 See Grohmann, Siidarabien, 1:229.
3 See Smith, "~ulayl)ids";Strothmann, "Zabld" and id., "Karam."
~ {Those passages. in my opinion, do not necessarily lead to the conclusion that the let­

ter was sent by land. See page 591, n. 28.



in Egypt (III, 16, lines 10-14), although he had previously expressed
his desire to join his brother in the East (III, 12, lines 34-36). In 1149,
after Ben Yiju arrived in Aden, he invited Mevasser to come (see III,
29). In our letter, we find Ben Yiju in Yemen. Thus, it is highly probably,
that here the reference is to a letter from Mevasser in reply to III, 29,
for in III, 41 Ben Yiju writes, that Mevasser had arrived in Yemen and
had proven a complete failure. Our letter can hardly have been written
between 1132 and 1149, the years of Ben Yiju's stay in India, during a
temporary stay in Yemen, for the whole tenor of III, 29 and 41 dearly
indicates that Ben Yiju was not in contact with his brothers during that
entire period. Accordingly, the most likely date for our letter is 1150.

This assumption is corroborated by the references to another person,
Al-FawfalIOine 11 and verso, lines 1-2). 'All b. Man~ur al-Fawfall was
a shipowner; Ma<;lmun, the representative of the merchants in Aden,
made him his business agent in Mangalore on the Malabar coast of
India (II, 24v, lines 11-13). Ben Yiju sent with him pepper from India
(11,25, lines 9-10). However, his ship was wrecked and lost (11,55, line
l7-before 1149, because that letter was written, although not sent,
by our Ben Yiju). That disaster explains perhaps the not very dignified
behavior of al-FawfalI here.

Only about one third of the letter is legible.
rZabid' is not part of the address itself, which as usual is written on

verso in the opposite direction, but is referred to, in the body of the letter,
verso, line 2, as the place to which Al-Fawfali absconded. The continua­
tion, fa-in w'4ala ilaykum, was translated by Goitein: 'when he arrives at
your place,' from which he obviously concluded that Ben Yijii himselfwas
in Zabid. A more literal translation would be: 'ifhe arrives at your place.'
As such, the letter presumably was sent by ship to Ben Yijii in India (and
was identified as such, by Goitein, in Shaked, Bibliography, 55). Other
portions of the letter, as the list of gifts sent Ben Yijii, the reference to
almonds and pepper, Ben Yijii's dealing with the karddl, and the apparent
reference in lines 5 ff. to bronze vessels manufactured by Ben Yijii corrobo­
rate this suggestion.

While III, 29 and III, 41 speak of Ben Yijii's separation from his broth­
ers for an extended period, they do not say that he had no indirect contact
with them since he traveled to the East. In III, 7, lines 16-19 (dated by'
Goitein 1147 or 1148), for example, Joseph promised to forward to Ben
Yijii any letter from Mevasser that might arrive. Earlier Ben Yijii had sent
a gift of 40 dinars to Mevasser; see II, 29, lines 3 ff. and 363, n. 18. In
the note to III, 16, line 12, Goitein in fact comments that Mevasser had

Translation

[C. Iron salvaged from ship grounded near Abyan, east of Aden,
and other losses]
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(11) Al-Fawfa]j6 has not arrived. (12) The Kufliron/ wh[ich was sent in]
the ship of (13) Ibn al-Muqaddam;8 the ship [foundered] off the coast
of Abyan9

[ •••] (14) The pepper and a part of the ir[on] was lost. [The
iron] which [was salvaged] 10 (IS) is being detainedII in the Fur<;lal2 [ •••]

and I do not know how much we will realize (16) from it, if anything at
all [...]. You, my master, mentioned [...] that my share in it was (17) one
and a quarter bahiil's [...] (18) will be salvaged, God willing. Let's wait for
what will arrive from it. This will be only after the sailing of the ships. 13

A. Acknowledgement of Ben Yiju's letter (lines 1-4).
B. Sundry items (lines 5-10).
{For the continuation, see the following translation.}

informed Ben Yijii, who at that time was residing in India, ofhis intention
to visit Eretz Israel. Accordingly, our letter was probably written during
1145-49, when Ben Yijii was in India (see page 648) or as suggested by III,
7, ca. 1148-49. Ma<;lmiin's later attempts to apprehend al-Fawfali at Zabid
are described by Joseph b. Abraham in V, 9.p
Contents:

5 See 704 and n. 3.}
6 See the introductory comments and verso, line 1.
7 C£ III, 25, lines 2, 3, 5, 9.
8 {For Ibn al-Muqaddam's ships, see page 147.}
9 The town Abyan, east of Aden, is intended. {See II, 71, line 61, margin, line 15,

verso, lines 17, 36, 46, on Abyan and ships that sank in its vicinity.}
to The restoration of the line is based on what follows here and on the striking paral­

lel in III, 10, lines 28-34.
II Arabic mu(w:yyar, common in this sense both in central Yemen (c£ Goitein, Trauels in

lemen, 84) and in Aden (see Stace, Vocabulary, 47b; Dozy, Supplement, 1:344b: empecher).
{CE Piamenta, Dictionary, 117; Margariti. "Aden," 176, where delays in the customs house
are discussed.}

12 The customs house of Aden.
13 In III, 10, line 34, the writer remarks that the salvaging was done while he was

writing his letter, at the time of the end of the summer season. Here obviously the
custom officers were busy and could not attend to the assessment of the salvaged iron
before the ships were dispatched. {Cr. Margariti, "Aden," 48.

T
SECTION TWO, CHAPTER THREE588



590 SECTION TWO, CHAPTER THREE LETTERS SENT TO BEN YIJU BY JOSEPH B. ABRAHAM 591

I'

! I

i I
I

(19) Whatever will be realized, is profit, 14 for it is better [...] (20) Should
there be anything {add: more} realized from the kiildiil,15 kindly send it.
Please make an effort (21) in this matter. Likewise in the matter of the
'eggs,'16 whatever will be realized [...], God willing.

[D. Five presents sent]

(22) There was already sent to you, my mastel~ in the ship of Sheikh
Ma<;lmun with the niikhudii (23) Mal;ITuz17-may God ordain his safe
arrival!-what has no importance, namely a maq(a"8 for (24) your
boi9and a dast 20 of 12 sheets of Tall;II papel~21 a bottle of wine, (25) a
rubii'ryya22 of soap and a rubii'ryya of almonds. Please accept all of this.
(26) The maq(a' and the paper are wrapped in a piece of cloth, on which
is your name. Likewise on (27) every item is your name [...]

[E. The low price of peppel~

[Would] you, my lord, [send me] [Margin] (1) this year some (2) profit­
able purchase, as you have (3) kindly accustomed me to? Howevel~ the
pepper (4) this year was cheap and did not return (5) the capital.23 It is
better24 not to risk one's (6) possessions25 and go bankrupt {alt. tr.: ... this

14 When all might be lost, anything salvaged is profit. Similarly in II, 51, line 28.}
IS See 592, n. 35.
16 {See pages 369-70.}
17 MaQmun b. l;Iasan and Mal)ruz b.Jacob.
18 For this gift, whichJoseph sends, see 571, n. 17.
19 {Arabic ghuldm can mean, among other things (see 598, n. 20). 'slave-agent' or 'son.'

The context shows that 'son' was almost certainly intended here.}
20 A dast was a certain quantity that made up a set of a particular item; cf. 304, n. 9.
2\ Cf. II, 16v, line 31; II, 3, line 14.
22 {For this measure, see 314, n. 14. Joseph spells ruba'iyya, with short a; see 561,

n.46.}
23 The writer obviously asks not to buy for him peppel; which shows that Ben Yiju

either was setting out to India again or had there the appropriate business connections.
{As noted above, this letter was apparently sent to Ben Yijii in India. Accordingly, he is
asked not to purchase pepper there.}

N Arabic akJl)'ar. Same form in III, 10, line 50 (Yemenite); III, 29, line 16 (Maghrebi)..
See Dozy, Supplement, 1:416 (modern Egyptian) and Flick, 'Arab!)'a, 116 and 172. {Also
see Lisan al-'Arab, 4:265; for the Yemenite dialect, cf. Piamenta, Dictionary, 141. In II, 55,
line 30 (dictated by a Yemenite to a Maghrebi), akhyar is crossed out and corrected to af4al
Akhyaralso appears in II, 59, line 16, verso, line 5 (Yemenite, written in Egypt, the context
somewhat similar to that found here); VII, 38, line 12.}

2S Arabic ra(ll, literally 'baggage', i.e., the total of merchandise and money sent to a
countl)' or acquired there. Cf. III, 1, line 9; III, 4v, line 18. {Ra~1 can mean 'goods'; see
Goitein, Med. Soc., 1:452, n. 1.

I
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year has sold poorly and does not guarantee the capital better than a risky
investment on which one loses all}.26

[F. Conclusion]

Please accept, my master, (7) the best, profuse greetings for your esteemed
self And Peace.

[G. Postscripts: Arrival of a letter from Ben Yiju's brother]

(8) There arrived a letter from your brother27 (9) and I am fOlwarding it
to you with this lettel: (10) And Peace.

[H. Shipment of almonds]

(11) I beg to inform you, my mastel~ that the ship (12) had sailed and
could not be seen for some days. Then it came back (13) safe, thank
God. (14) The aforementioned goods were forwarded to you, (15) except
the almonds, for they were spoiled. I tried to get (16) others for you; but
none arrived in town before the departure (18) of the people.28

[I. Arrival of iron (from India) as well as some of the salvaged iron]

The iron has arrived.29 (19) I took 123 pounds (20) and Sheikh Khalapo
his share, (21) wIllie Sheikh Ma<;lmun took the rest for youY [Verso]

26 Arabic ... rakh4 ma yukha1l4 ras aI-mal akhyar min ma yukhafir al-insan bi-ra~/ihi

wayuksar. For kha/~, 'guarantee,' see Piamenta, DictionfllY, 134.} For yuksar cf. modern
inkasar, Spiro, Dictionary, 376 and kasam al-Mkim al-tiijir, 'the judge declared the merchant
bankrupt' (literally, 'broken'), Dozy, Supplement, 2:465 according to Mu(il! al-Mu(ii(. See
also III, 12, line 29. {Piamenta, ibid., 430, ksr VII, 'to lose.'}

27 See the introduction to this document.
28 {Arabic a-nds (= al-nds). This term is used regularly in the documents of this book

for 'merchants' or 'traveling merchants.' See 239, n. 4. As noted above, Goitein deduced
from this passage that the letter was sent overland. I suggest that after the return of the
ship to port, the writer took back the letter and checked the merchandise. The ship appar­
ently returned because of a storm at sea, during which the almonds were spoiled. The
postscripts, where the ink is slightly darker in the original than in the preceding lines,
were added at this time, and the letter was then returned to the same ship. As was the
practice, copies of the same letter could have been sent in difIerent boats (see page 9
[no 231); this would explain the naming of the ship in recto, line 22.}

29 Ben Yiju had bought or ordered that iron, while he was still in India. {Again, we can
assume that this letter was sent to India. The iron referred to here and in the continuation
is the same iron spoken of on recto, lines 12-18.}

30 Khalaf b. Isaac.
31 Ben Yiju's share was brought to the warehouse of lVlaQrnun b. l;Iasan, the repre­

sentative of the merchants.
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(1) Likewise, a litde of the iron that was salvaged for us from the ship­
wreck.

[J. Measures to be taken concerning two unreliable merchants]

Al-FawfalI (2) absconded to Zabld. 32 When {alt. tr.: If} he arrives
at your place,33 take from him for me the 'eggs'H or their proceeds.
(3) Likewise, you mentioned that the kiirdiil 35 did not deliver to you any­
thing. And (4) you did not deliver to me goods purchased from him for
six mithqiils. You knmv, my lord, (5) that you paid the kardiil (!) at your
own initiative. Now, if you, my lord, send something, fine. However,
(6) I leave the decision entirely to you {alt. tr.: if not-your opinion is
more worthy}. 36 And Peace.

[K. Address]

(1) (To) His excellency, the most illustrious sheikh [my master and lord] Abraham,
son if his honor, great and holy (2) master Pera1;yii the scribe 37 b. Yijii-may God
make his honored position permanent!

32 See the inh"Oductory comments concerning al-FawfalI. Absconded, Arabic kltara(
(or perhaps the word was pronounced khirir), obviously a word from the merchants'
jargon; c[ V, 8, line 17, kunnii 1II11k11ritin 'we fled'. The root !s!lr( has in its first and seventh
conjugations various meanings from which the sense intended here could be derived. So
far, however, I have not found the latter in any other source. In southern Yemen,ynkllm(
means to trick people. {CE Piamenta, Dictionary, 125: 'brag,' 'exaggerate,' 'lie,' 'allure,' etc.
See II, 28, line 18, kharat tahu shay, tentatively translated: 'something had made you act
in haste.' Al-Fawfali Red to Zabid, because at that time forces that were the enemies of the
rulers ofAden held it.

33 For the significance of the alternate translation in establishing Ben Yijii's whereabouts,
when this letter was written, see the discussion in the introduction.

3{ See recto, line 21.}
35 See III, I, line 13. Ben Yiju had ordered from him merchandise and paid for it

with Joseph b. Abraham's money; howevel; the man did not deliver. It is not clear who
had to bear the loss under such circumstances. In ill, 18 A and E, Ben Yiju paid back
similar losses incurred from the kiildiir (this is the correct form; see III, I, line 13), while
in ill, 12, lines 27-29, we read a complaint that Ben Yiju charged his customers for
money spent in transactions with that man (who perhaps had a monopoly in a certain
field, viz., cardamom).

36 {Arabicfa-huwa awlii bi-ra'yihi. Cf. III, 12, line 33. For such ra'y formulas in Fatimid .
petitions, see Khan, Documents, 314-16. For similar ra'y expressions, see 411, n. 21; 695,
n.8.}

37 The addressee certainly excelled in the art of writing; and in II, 37, vs. 47, he calls
himself a scribe, lauliir {for instances of his serving as a scribe, see page 54 and n. 15}. It
seems, however, that here (and in ill, lOu, the address; III, lOau, line 3) the title sifler
refers to his father. Ben Yiju's nephews, Peral:tya (c[ III, 43, 45 and 55) and Moses (c[

(1) (From) His servant, who is grateful for his favors (2) Joseph b. Abra­
ham--mqy the spiJit if the Lordgive him rest!38

III, 46), also were calligraphers {especially the former}; it is a well-kn~l\vn fac~ that the art
of writing was handed down in the same family for many generahons, as IS proved by
the colophons of Hebrew manuscripts and by the living tradition in both Morocco and
Yemen; see Goitein, le17leniles, 209 and n. 34 {id., Med. Soc., 2:240}.

38 Isa. 63: 14.


