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Yemen loses the last of its Jews to Israel

Sana’a

S 

alem Yahia died at the age 
of 35, four years after hav-
ing contracted liver dis-
ease. He was so poor that 
he could not afford to buy 

medicine he needed for treatment. 
He was among the last Jews living 
in Yemen.

Mahmud Taha, a researcher in 
Jewish affairs, used Yahia’s story 
to illustrate the living conditions of 
the Jewish minority in Yemen. “No 
Yemeni Jew owned agricultural 
land or real estate or a store,” Taha 
said. “None of them also benefited 
of a monthly salary as government 
employees. However, they are not 
in worse condition than the rest of 
Yemeni people. Everybody suffers 
from poverty and overall misery.”

Jews were an original part of 
Yemeni society. Even before the 
spread of Islam, most regions of 
Yemen had people who practiced 
Judaism.

“Yemeni Jews are the guardians 
of a unique and rare cultural herit-
age. They have preserved ancient 
manuscripts of the Torah and speak 
a very old Hebrew dialect but their 
political role in Israel is practically 
nonexistent and they usually boast 
about being from Yemen,” Taha 
noted.

Migration campaigns to move 
Yemeni Jews to Israel started in 
1949. Israel relocated as many as 
50,000 Jews from Yemen in Opera-

tion Magic Carpet over a two-year 
period. Many Jews chose to leave 
Yemen because of increasing hos-
tility towards them following Isra-
el’s founding and massacres of Pal-
estinians. The mass migration was 
also due to pressure from Western 
governments and the rise of Arab 
nationalism in Yemen.

However, with the reunification 
of Yemen in 1990 and the introduc-
tion of a pluralistic political system, 
it has become quite common to see 
the remaining Yemeni Jews travel 
to Israel and return to Yemen with 
no restrictions or harassment.

After the outbreak of the war 
between government forces and 

Houthi rebels in March 2015, Jewish 
migration to Israel in small groups 
resumed. The Houthis evicted 
about 70 Jews from Saada gover-
norate. They ended up in a tourism 
complex near the US embassy in 
Sana’a and the Yemeni government 
provided them with food and small 
monthly stipend.

“But when the Houthis took con-
trol of Sana’a, the Jews feared retal-
iation and about 30 of them chose 
to leave Yemen,” Taha said.

Houthi political activist Amal 
al-Maakhazi rejected any link be-
tween recent Jewish migration to 
Israel and the rebels’ occupation of 
Sana’a.

“Jewish migration existed well 
before the appearance of the Houthi 
movement in 2004,” she said. 
“Their displacement from one area 
to another in Yemen is due most of 
the time to the irreverent behaviour 
of some of their members and their 
non-conservative culture, which 
clashed with the conservative Yem-
eni society.”

Khattab al-Rouhani, a member 
of the anti-Houthi Islamic Refor-
mation Party, accused the rebels of 
persecuting Jews. “Their expres-
sion ‘damned be the Jews’ was illus-
trated by the eviction of Aal Salem 
clan from their villages in Saada, the 
destruction of their homes and con-
fiscation of their belongings… They 
can boast that they are fighting Is-
rael now,” Rouhani said

Ali al-Ahdal, a history professor at 
Sana’a University stressed that his-
torically the Jewish community in 
Yemen was well integrated and pre-
served. “Their material and moral 
rights were always guaranteed,” he 
said. “They were free to practice 
their faith and rites in their temples, 
free to celebrate Jewish feasts like 
Yom Kippur and the Jewish New 
Year. They would dance and be fes-
tive and Muslims would join them 
in their celebrations.”

Economically, Yemeni Jews were 
not discriminated against, Ahdal 
said, adding: “The meagre tax they 
had to pay annually at some point 
was later repealed and they were 
exempt from tribal rules and con-
ventions.”

The 19 Yemeni Jews who arrived 
in Israel on March 21st were among 

the last members of the Jewish 
community that once numbered 
more than 60,000. A few dozen still 
live in Sana’a and Reedah in Amran. 
The Jewish Agency put the number 
at 50.

One of them, Saaed al-Yahudi, 
denied reports that the Jews who 
recently left the country for Israel 
took with them a 500-year-old To-
rah scroll.

“The copy of the Torah that ap-
peared in their possession is their 
own. In the past, every two Jewish 
families would have one copy of the 
Torah they would use at Shabbat 
services,” he said.

“The history of the Jewish pres-
ence in Yemen is being obliterated 
today by forgetfulness,” said Taha. 
“Sana’a’s old Jewish neighbourhood 
Bekaa al-Yahud has almost disap-
peared. The temples were turned 
into houses and their distinctive 
features wiped out. The building, 
which used to belong to the most 
famous of the Jewish judges during 
the rule of the imams, is far gone.”

Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.
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Yemeni Jewish sisters Malka (R), Hodaya (2nd R) and Ester (2nd 
L) walk alongside their brother Tzion Dahari after arriving at an 
immigration centre in the Israeli city of Beersheba on March 21st.

“Yemeni Jews are the 
guardians of a unique 
and rare cultural 
heritage.”

Mahmud Taha,
a researcher in Jewish affairs
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P 

eace talks aimed at ending 
the 13-month war in Yem-
en kicked off in Kuwait af-
ter a three-day delay filled 
with uncertainty and spec-

ulation but salvaged by last-minute 
UN mediation efforts.

“The choice today is between two 
paths; a safe country that guaran-
tees the stability and the rights of 
all or the broken land where chil-
dren die on daily basis,” UN Spe-
cial Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said at the start of 
the talks on April 21st.

“The consultations should pro-
vide a strong foundation for a new 
political consensus, to help Yemen 
achieve the stability and security 
that its people deserve and its fu-
ture requires. The path to peace 
may be difficult but I believe that 
it is clearly in reach if all parties en-
gage in good faith.”

Ould Cheikh Ahmed highlight-
ed the human toll of the conflict, 
pointing out that nearly 7,000 have 
been killed and 35,000 wounded. 
Another 3 million have been forced 
from their homes. However, the 
envoy also noted marked improve-
ments in Yemen’s security situation 
even though there have been seri-
ous violations of the truce.

Iranian-backed Houthi rebels 
took control of several areas, in-
cluding the capital Sana’a and Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi fled to Saudi Arabia. The Sau-
dis pulled together an Arab coali-
tion and in March 2015 began a mili-
tary campaign against the Houthis.

Those efforts pushed the Houthis 
back and allowed Hadi and his gov-
ernment to return to Yemen but the 
country remains a humanitarian ca-
tastrophe. A ceasefire in mid-April 
preceded the talks in Kuwait.

However, the road to the talks 
was riddled with uncertainty and 
obstacles, with numerous false 
starts at getting meaningful diplo-
matic dialogue going between war-
ring factions.

Houthi spokesman Mohammed 
Abdulsalam on April 19th said on 
Facebook: “Each time we attempt 

to take a step forward despite dif-
ficulties to overcome the challenge 
of the aggression imposed on our 
Yemeni people, a crisis or massacre 
takes place.”

He said the UN five-point agenda 
for the Kuwait talks was not clear. 
Diplomatic sources asserted that 
the Houthis were also demanding 
an end to the naval blockade that 
has severely limited basic neces-
sities from reaching beleaguered 
Yemeni civilians.

Official Yemeni sources said Hadi 
sent a message to Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed saying that requests by the 

Iran-allied rebels to modify the 
agenda of the talks would not be ac-
cepted.

With that backdrop, Yemeni For-
eign Minister Abdelmalik al-Me-
khlafi warned against high expecta-
tions at the talks. “The Houthis and 
Saleh’s party, by refusing to arrive 
on the agreed time and by putting 
a series of conditions and by say-
ing they reserve the right to boycott 
sessions if their conditions are not 
met — all of these have lowered the 
ceiling of expectations,” he said, 
adding that the Hadi government 
would do all it could to ensure the 

success of the talks.
The talks in Kuwait centre on the 

implementation of UN Resolution 
2216, which calls for the Houthis to 
withdraw from areas seized since 
the start of the conflict in 2014 and 
to surrender heavy weaponry to the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment.

Stressing the urgency of the talks, 
Saudi-led coalition spokesman 
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asseri 
told the Saudi-owned Al Arabiya 
news channel: “Everybody knows 
that the way out in the end is po-
litical and the issue will not end 

through military means and the 
coalition has no desire to prolong 
the situation.”

Yemen has been on the brink of 
collapse for decades; however, the 
situation worsened with the 2011 
“Arab spring” uprising, which led to 
Saleh’s resignation. The current cri-
sis began in September 2014 when 
rebels seized Sana’a, forcing Hadi, 
who took over as president from 
Saleh, to flee. A Saudi-led Arab al-
liance intervened in March 2015, 
launching a military campaign 
against the Houthis in support of 
Hadi’s forces.
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Kuwaiti Foreign Minister Sheikh Sabah al-Khaled al-Sabah (L) and UN Special Envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed (C) greeting 
members of Yemeni rebel and government delegations upon their arrival at Bayan palace before the restart of the UN-brokered peace 
talks, on April 22nd.


