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A thousand years before the establishment of the Modern State of Israel, there existed a Jewish kingdom in the eastern fringes of Europe, astride the Don and Volga rivers, presided over by two Jewish monarchs and inhabited by a mixed population that included many Jews.
A thousand years before the establishment of the Modern State of Israel, there existed a Jewish kingdom in the eastern fringes of Europe, astride the Don and Volga rivers, presided over by two Jewish monarchs and inhabited by a mixed population that included many Jews. Their kings had names like Yosef and Aharon and one of their generals was named Pesach after the Jewish holiday that was celebrated around his birth. This kingdom, called Khazaria, was one of the most interesting and influential countries of the medieval world, wielding great power over economic and diplomatic affairs. Its influence was so great that a 10th-century emperor of the Byzantines, Constantine Porphyrogenitus, sent correspondence to the Khazars marked with a gold seal worth 3 solidi - more than the 2 solidi that always accompanied letters to the Pope of Rome, the Prince of the Rus, and the Prince of the Hungarians. Its power was so great that it had the ability to finance a permanent paid army. Khazaria was "the most significant attempt at the establishment of an independent Jewish state in the Diaspora", according to former Israeli President Itzhak Ben-Zvi in his book The Exiled and the Redeemed. 

The Khazars played a major role in principal wars in the Caucasus region. First, in the early 7th century, they joined with Turks and Byzantines to defeat the Persian state. Then, in the 7th and 8th centuries, they defended the southeastern frontier of Europe from invasion by the Arabs, indirectly allowing Christianity to survive in Byzantium and subsequently thrive in Ukraine. As one of the principal authorities on the Khazars, Professor Peter Golden of Rutgers University, wrote in his book Khazar Studies: "Every schoolchild in the West has been told that if not for Charles Martel and the battle of Poitiers there might be a mosque where Notre Dame now stands. What few schoolchildren are aware of is that if not for the Khazars... Eastern Europe might well have become a province of Islam." The subsequent peaceful period in the eastern European steppes has been named the "pax khazarica" since it was the Khazars who enabled various tribes, like Slavs, to expand their settlements and engage in productive activities, free from the threat of warfare and strife.

The remarkable country of the Khazars first entered the Jewish orbit when it allowed Jews to settle in their land free from persecution. Jewish refugees from Byzantium, Persia, Mesopotamia, and elsewhere flooded into the Khazar realm from the 8th through the 10th centuries, bringing with them Hebrew literacy, a love for Israel, the Jewish religion, and technological skill. The Cambridge Document, translated by Norman Golb in his co-authored book Khazarian Hebrew Documents of the Tenth Century, stated that immigrant Armenian Jews "intermarried with the inhabitants of the land, intermingled with the gentiles, learned their practices, and would continually go out with them to war; [and] they [Mideastern Jews and Khazarians] became one people...." 

Remarkably, the Khazars, a people of Turkic origin, converted to the Jewish religion sometime in the 9th century, beginning with the royal house and spreading gradually among the general populace. Judaism is now known to have been more widespread among the Khazar inhabitants of the Khazar kingdom than was previously thought. In 1999, Russian archaeologists announced that they had successfully reconstructed a Khazarian vessel from the Don River region, revealing 4 inscriptions of the word "Israel" in Hebrew lettering. It is now the accepted opinion among most scholars in the field that the conversion of the Khazars to Judaism was widespread, and not limited merely to the royal house and nobility. Ibn al-Faqih, in fact, wrote "All of the Khazars are Jews." Christian of Stavelot wrote in 864 that "all of them profess the Jewish faith in its entirety." A Persian work, Denkart, represented Judaism as the principal religion of the Khazars. How sincere was their Judaism? Abd al-Jabbar ibn Muhammad al-Hamdani, writing in the early 11th century, pointed out that "they took upon themselves the difficult obligations enjoined by the law of the Torah, such as circumcision, the ritual ablutions, washing after a discharge of the semen, the prohibition of work on the Sabbath and during the feasts, the prohibition of eating the flesh of forbidden animals according to this religion, and so on." (translation by Shlomo Pines) The common writing system among the Khazars was Hebrew script, according to Muhammad ibn Ishaq an-Nadim, writing in 987 or 988. A large portion of those Khazars who later adopted a script related to the Cyrillic of the Rus were Jews, according to Tárikh-i Fakhr ad-Din Mubarak Shah, a Persian work composed in 1206. 

In the early 10th century, the Khazarian Jews of Kiev wrote a Hebrew-language letter of recommendation on behalf of one of the members of their community, whose name was Yaakov bar Hanukkah. The letter is known as the Kievan Letter and was discovered in 1962 by Norman Golb of the University of Chicago. The names of the Kievan Jews are of Turkic, Slavic, and Hebrew origins, such as Hanukkah, Yehudah, Gostata, and Kiabar. Scholars disagree as to whether these Jews were Israelites who had merely adopted local names, or whether their local names were a sign of their Turkic Khazarian origin. But we do know that there was an entire district in Kievan Podol named after the Khazars, called "Kozare", which points to the residency of Turkic Khazars in Kiev. The Khazars apparently played an important role in the economic vitality of the city, importing caviar, fish, and salt into Kiev. The Khazars also traded in silverware, wine, coins, glassware, and other useful goods throughout Europe and Asia, reaching as far northwest as Sweden and as far southeast as what is now Uzbekistan. There is no doubt that Khazaria exhibited a high level of civilization and that Jews contributed to its success. 

In the capital city, the Khazars established a supreme court composed of 7 members, and every major religion (Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Slavic paganism) was represented on this judicial panel. The Khazars thus sponsored religious tolerance in a time when surrounding countries persecuted those who refused to follow the faith of the rulers. 

The story of the Khazars came to the attention of a famous Spanish Jewish diplomat and physician named Hasdai ibn Shaprut. He was amazed and inspired by what he learned about this people. Upon learning from Byzantine messengers that Khazaria was ruled by a king named Yosef and that they are a powerful military and commercial center, Hasdai ibn Shaprut wrote "...I was filled with power, my hands became strong, and my hope gained courage." Seeking contact with Yosef, Hasdai had his literary secretary pen a special letter to be delivered to the Khazar king himself. Towards the end of Hasdai's letter, he remarked: "We live in the Diaspora and there is no power in our hands. They say to us every day, 'Every nation has a kingdom, but you have no memory of such in all the land.' But when we heard about our master the King, the might of his monarchy, and his mighty army, we were amazed. We lifted our heads, our spirits returned, our hands were strengthened, and my master's kingdom was our response in defense. Were it that this news would gain added strength, for through it we will be elevated further." (translation by Rabbi N. Daniel Korobkin in the 1998 edition of The Kuzari) As Raymond Scheindlin remarked in his book The Chronicles of the Jewish People: "To the oppressed Jews of the world, the Khazars were a source of pride and hope, for their existence seemed to prove that God had not completely abandoned His people." 

Hasdai's letter, and Yosef's reply to it, were preserved due in large part to the work of the scholar Yitzhak Aqrish (1489-1578?), a Spanish Jew who later lived in Egypt. Aqrish discovered copies of the Hasdai and Yosef letters in Cairo. In 1577 he published these letters in Constantinople in a Hebrew pamplet called Kol Mebasser ("Voice of the Messenger of Good News"). Aqrish's publication of these valuable letters was designed to raise the spirits of oppressed Jews around the world. 

But Hasdai wrote to Yosef just before events began to unfold that ultimately crushed the Khazar kingdom. The Pechenegs, Rus, Oghuz, and Byzantines descended upon the kingdom from the 960s to the 1010s and overwhelmed them. After the fall of Khazaria references to the Judaized Turkic Khazars become much more sparse. But even after the final fall of Khazaria in the 11th century, there remained many Khazars who remained Jews. Abraham Ibn Daud, writing Sefer ha-Qabbalah in the year 1161, said that he met Khazar students in person while in Toledo, Spain and that they were rabbinical Jews. 

The ultimate fate of the Khazars is still somewhat of a mystery, even though some clues point to their continuance among various Jewish, Muslim, and Christian communities. Some have speculated that the Mountain Jews of the eastern Caucasus are descended in part from the Khazars. Various Turkic groups living in the North Caucasus today may be descended from Khazars who adopted Islam. Abba Eban, Israel's foreign minister from 1966 to 1974, argued in his 1968 book My People that it is likely that "...Khazar progeny reached the various Slavic lands where they helped to build the great Jewish centers of Eastern Europe." 

Serious scholarship into the Khazars only began in the 19th century, and throughout the 20th century many important discoveries were made. In modern Israel, there is considerable interest in the grand history of the Khazar Jewish people. Several Israeli novels include Khazarian themes and characters. In 1997 the Israeli journalist Ehud Ya'ari broadcast a fascinating 3-part documentary on the Khazars entitled Memlekhet ha-Kuzarim. Israeli media such as The Jerusalem Report and The Jerusalem Post have covered Khazarian history from time to time. In 1999 the first international Khazar Symposium was held in Jerusalem, bringing together many of the brightest scholars in modern Khazar studies from Russia, the United States, and Israel. 

For more information about the history of the Jewish Khazars, visit Khazaria.com or read the book The Jews of Khazaria by Kevin Alan Brook.
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Synopsis 
Khazaria, located in eastern Europe, flourished as an independent state from about 650 to 1016. In the ninth century, the Khazarian royalty and nobility and a portion of the general population embraced the Jewish religion. This volume traces the development of the Khazars from their beginnings to the fall of their empire; examines the migrations of the Khazar people into other parts of Europe; and, most significantly, proposes a continuity between medieval Khazar Jewry and modern eastern European Jewry. The author's credentials are not identified, but his work is scholarly and includes references and an extensive bibliography. Annotation c. Book News, Inc., Portland, OR
From the Publisher
This book chronicles the eventful history of the Turkic kingdom of Khazaria, which was located in eastern Europe and flourished as an independent state from about 650 to 1016. 

As a major world power, Khazaria enjoyed diplomatic and trade relations with many peoples and nations (including the Byzantines, Alans, Magyars, and Slavs) and changed the course of medieval history in many ways. For instance, the Arab-Khazar wars established the Caucasus Mountains as a boundary between the Islamic world to the south and the Slavo-Turkic world to the north; Khazarian warriors participated in the founding of the kingdom of Hungary beyond the Carpathians; Khazarian princesses married into the Byzantine royal family; and Khazars played a part in founding the city of Kiev on the Dnieper River. Some even speculate that the two-king governmental system of the early Rus was derived from that of the Khazars. 

In the ninth century, the Khazarian royalty and nobility as well as a significant portion of the Khazarian Turkic population embraced the Jewish religion. After their conversion, as this book proves, the Khazars were ruled by a succession of Jewish kings and began to adopt the hallmarks of Jewish civilization, including the Torah and Talmud, the Hebrew script, and the observance of Jewish holidays. A portion of the empire's population adopted Christianity and Islam. 

This volume traces the development of the Khazars from their early beginnings as a tribe to the decline and fall of their kingdom. It presents historical and archaeological evidence relating to the weaponry, agriculture, horticulture, burial practices, architecture, and customs of the Khazar people. It also examines the many migrations of the Khazar people into Hungary, Ukraine, and other areas of Europe and their subsequent assimilation, providing the most comprehensive treatment of this complex issue to date. The book presents exciting archaeological data -- from sites near Chelarevo (now in Serbia), Ellend (Hungary), Navahrudak (Belarus), and other towns -- which seems to demonstrate the existence of Turkic-Jewish communities in central and eastern Europe far beyond the borders of the Khazar kingdom. 

The final chapter enumerates the Jewish communities of eastern Europe which sprung up after the fall of Khazaria and proposes that the Jews from the former Russian Empire are descended from a mixture of Khazar Jews, German Jews, Greek Jews, and Slavs. 

The book also includes a map of the Khazar kingdom; a map of Khazarian-ruled Crimea; several tables illustrating royal genealogies, king lists, and the Turkic language family; a glossary of Khazarian words and other important terms which may be unfamiliar to readers; and an extensive bibliography of articles, books, and other essays.
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 From the Critics
From Seth Ward - The Jewish Quarterly Review  
"Over a millennium after the kingdom's disastrous wars with the Kievan Rus, the Khazar story still has an alluring mystique... Kevin Alan Brook presents the findings of an impressive array of scholarship, referencing primary sources and secondary scholarship written in Hebrew, Arabic, Greek, Armenian, Russian, Hungarian, Swedish and other languages. He begins with legends about the Khazars' origins - ascription to the biblical Togarma or to one of the Ten Lost Tribes - and attempts to reconstruct the historical process by which Turkic peoples came to settle in the area between Crimea and the Caspian and coalesce into the Khazar Kingdom. Jews also settled there... The Jewish presence in Crimea and beyond increased with refugees from Persian persecution in the 5th century and from the increasing severity of Byzantine anti-Jewish legislation. Brook discusses the Khazar cities one by one, as well as the imperial structure... He describes lifestyles and trade patterns (including visits of the Jewish Radhanite merchants), before turning to the conversion of the Khazars to Judaism... [T]he last Khazar kagan, who became a Christian, was defeated in 1016. Brook notes that some scholars muse about Khazar revivals in the next two centuries, up to the Mongol invasions, but argues that it is difficult to verify these claims... The Jews of Khazaria is broad in scope; often, however, the book reads more like an annotated bibliography than a tight narrative... A highly useful, comprehensive chronology is given as an appendix... By accepting Judaism, Khazar Jews became part of the overall Jewish community... Far from being [merely] a romantic interlude whose brief existence sparked the imagination of generations, Brook's volume shows that the Khazar experience is intrinsic to the narrative of Jewish history."
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 CUSTOMER REVIEWS - An Open Forum
Number of Reviews: 6    Average Rating: [image: image4.png]
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Eugene Peysakh, from New York, NY, March 29, 2001, [image: image9.png]
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Excellent
Brook does an excellent job in broaching this topic that many have attempted before him, and I'm sure many will attempt after. Considering how little is known about Khazaria, how much history has been either censored or re-written by the former Soviet Union, and the relatively sparse amount of archaeological work that has been conducted in the region, Brook brings much information to light, detailing the tribal and linguistic origins of the Khazars. In comparison with Koestler's 'The Thirteenth Tribe,' Brook's work is more about presenting facts than coming to conclusions. I would encourage everyone interested in this book, this subject and in modern Judaism in general to remember that 'conclusions' are based on current and past knowledge, not on future discoveries. Sarkel is still under water and will continue to be for the foreseeable future -- who knows what information it holds? People have been twisting the ideas and findings discussed in 'The Thirteenth Tribe' and 'The Jews of Khazaria' to promote hatred for Jews for quite some time. That's not the purpose of these works, as Arthur Koestler himself addressed at the end of 'The Thirteenth Tribe.' I've also used the bibliography to further my own knowledge, although I have found that many of the sources are out-of-print. I look forward to learning more about the Khazars, who they were and who they became -- for today, I highly recommend Brook's 'The Jews of Khazaria.' It is excellently written, a fascinating work and will open it's readers eyes to some lesser known history. Savor it, but don't rush to judgement!
A reviewer, March 14, 2001, [image: image13.png]
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Great Book
This book really helped me understand every aspect of the Khazars. From culture to government, i learned it all. I knew the Jewish people were dispersed throughout the world but I never imagined there was a Jewish empire in southern Russia. 
Andrew J. Schoenfeld, a medical student and author, February 26, 2001, [image: image18.png]
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The Jewish experience in Khazaria
The first comprehensive history on the Jews of Khazaria. Another necessity in the library devoted to the origins of the Jewish people.
Asim Kazancigil (a_kazancigil@hotmail.com), 23 years old from Istanbul, May 1, 2000, [image: image23.png]
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A Magnificent Research Book on the Khazar Turks, who have created the largest Jewish state of history.
In his well written and detailed book, with a large-spectrum analysis of the Turkic peoples of the Middle Ages and their relationship with present day European peoples, Kevin Alan Brook helps us discover the secrets of the Khazar Turks - an ancient people who created the largest Jewish state in history in southeastern Europe. I especially had a personal interest in the issue, since I know that my ancestors from my father's family were Khazar Turks. They migrated to Istanbul in the Ottoman Empire ( where we live today ) circa 200 years ago, from the Russian city of Kazan; at the east of Moscow. Even though they converted to Islam long before they migrated to the Ottoman Empire, I also know that my oldest ancestors were Jewish Khazar Turks. It really is a great book, with lots of interesting ' details ' which display the author's vast knowledge on early Turkish history. If you are someone who likes ' details ', you'll absolutely love this book. The book also shows the relationship between the Khazar Turks and the present day Magyars ( Hungarians ) and the Bulgars ( Bulgarians ); who are both of Turkish origin but were extensively Slavized after becoming Christians. There's also a glossary showing the similar words in Hungarian and Turkish ( which also amused me - since Turkish language apparently hasn't changed much in the past centuries and it really reveals the affinity between the Turks and Magyars ( Hungarians ) Some scholars believe that the Khazars chose Judaism in order to protect their ' neutrality ' in confrontation of the Muslim Arabs and the Christian Byzantines. Whatever the case may be, it is known that Judaism was the dominant religion in the Khazar state and that their experience is unique in entire Eurasian history. It will not be nonsense to assume that a great deal of the Eastern European ( Ashkenazi ) Jews are mixed with the Khazar Turks deep down in their roots. As someone who strongly supports and advocates the centuries old good relationship between the Turks and the Jews ( the Ottoman Empire was the only country to accept the Sephardic Jews from Spain during the Inquisitions of 1492 ) I strongly recommend all of my Turkish and Jewish friends in the world to read this book. The history and heritage of the Khazars should not be forgotten and it should help us strengthen our centuries old affinity and good relationship. 
Larry Kates (LRKates@aol.com), a Jew who may be of Khazar descent?, June 4, 1999, [image: image28.png]
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Must read for students of Jewish history
Most histories of the Jews of Eastern Europe/Western Asia begin, essentially, in the 1200's to 1300's. In this book, Brooks argues that a huge portion of Ukranian Jewry and (to a lesser extent) of other Eastern European and Slavic Jewry descended from converts to the Turkic Khazar tribe in the 9th and 10th Centuries.The above thesis is well argued and much factual data is marshalled. Nevertheless, many traditionalist Jews will resist this 'descent from converts' thesis. They will argue, perhaps, that Byzantine Jews who sought refuge from persecution, and other persecuted Jews in the general geographic area of Khazaria, swelled the Khazar ranks in the 9th and 10th centuries. This, they might well argue, rather than conversion of the common folks, explains the (apparently) large number of Khazarian Jews. It might also be a way of avoiding Brooks' 'descent from converts' contention.Brooks has indicated to me, in an email, that such counter-arguments have initial plausibility and that DNA testing may be the best way to settle the issue. He suggested that such testing will be resisted by traditionalist Jews.I look forward to follow-up works by Brooks on this subject. BUY AND READ Jews of Khazaria. It will start you thinking along lines that you had not previously considered.

Also recommended: Brooks' bibliography is very extensive.
Read all 6 customer reviews about this title 
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FROM THE BOOK
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