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Preface

A personal journal often gives one an insight into the author's psyche that is not reflected

other writings. Abraham David Sutton’s journal is no exception. The very concept

personal journal in that time and among his Syrian peers reveals a unique personality &
intelligence. Also apparent is a man of powerful religious feeling. At the age of 26 he

several months on a pilgrimage visiting the graves of great Rabbis in Tiberias, Jerusalem and
Hebron. And again in 1923 after attending my father's wedding in Cairo, he ventured on alone
to Jerusalem to prostrate himself on the “graves of the Fathers”. Notice also his interest in
details, his children’s births are recorded by day, date and hour in some cases. The weatheris
often mentioned. He informs us that the ship he sailed on to that wedding was the “Anatolia”
which weighed 48,000 tons.

A highlight of the journal is the purchase of the large library of religious books, somewhere in
the vicinity of 1500 to 2000 volumes. He paid the price of 650 Sterling Pounds or the
equivalent to $3300. That was a handsome yearly salary for a white-collar worker at the time.
| have personally delved into quite a few of the tomes and found buried deep in the middle of
the book notes and comments in his handwriting. Thus testifying that he purchased them for
personal use and not to adorn his bookcases.

Not mentioned in the journal is his generosity and charitability. | have been told by
descendants of the recipients of his largesse from both Halab and Jerusalem how much he
helped their families. Not to be overlooked here is the fact that his wife, Grandma Salha, was
herself a source of charities. Despite the fact that she could neither read nor write, her native
intelligence and the practices that she had seen at the home of her patrician family, prompted
her to start an institution called “Nii'tit Il Halib” or a drop of milk. The money was collected by
herself and distributed to needy families in Syria. It is therefore no metaphysical mystery that
her descendants now in the fourth generation are and have been involved in charitable and
community functions.

There is one more event in Grandpa’s life, which demands mention. In 1906 or 1907 the
Turkish Government appointed a “Chacham Bashi” (Chief Rabbi) to head the Allepoan
community. The cogniscenti and scholars in the community objected to his appointment due
to the fact that he was lacking in leamning. Thirty years later, after “Magen David” was
established on 67" St., who showed up as a guest one Shabbat? Non other than the
controversial Rabbi himself. When he arose to speak at the invitation of the committee, A.D.
Sutton rose up and asked him at the top of his voice, “Have you come here to destroy us as
you did in Halab?” Of course it was said in Arabic. The next moming, Shaoul Semah, who
was the shamash of the shul, came by Grandpa’s house to deliver his “koracha” {talit bag).
This was of course tantamount to a wife of a Mafioso finding a dead fish on her doorstep.
Thus was the famous “Knees Sitton” (the Sutton Shul), created. Rather than go to another
shul, which was not in the chalabi tradition, Grandpa bought a house and converted it to a
shul. As far as | can figure out every man in the community who couldn’t afford to pay
membership at any other shul quickly became a member of the new shul. It was still being
used till around 1968 when Uncle David moved finally to the “Ocean Parkway” area.

| trust that in reading this journal you will agree with me that our Grandfather was someone
extraordinary, and that if you feel that you have some special talents, be aware that he was
probably the source of them all.

Leon Sam Sutton




Introduction
It is a great privilege to put out the writings of Mr. Abraham D. Sutton. These writings were written over
many years in various ledger books and loose papers. They were written in an old fashion script known
as"owp '8n” or half quill. The handwriting is not legible to the common reader of today. ( A few of
the original pages were inserted at the end of the booklet.) Special thanks goes to Mr. David S. Sutton
who commissioned Rabbi David Zafrani of Lakewood to transcribe the original handwritten notes into
legible Hebrew . We thank Rabbi Zafrani as well for an excellent job of transcribing. The handwritten
work of Rabbi Zafrani was typed and edited by Rabbi Shalom Raful who organized the writings by topic
and added sources. (Interesting to note Rabbi Shalom Raful currently works in the Shaare Zion library
and organized and cataloged the antique library of Abraham D. Sutton .) We also thank Mr. Leon Sutton
for his introductory words and insights. Lastly , we thank Mr. Steven A. Sutton for his help proofreading
the final work and his constant encouragement and support.

Besides the original writings found in the ledger we translated his diary which has many interesting
historical facts about Syria and his personal life. He vividly describes his trip to Israel in the year 1890
and visiting of the Holy sights, including Meron on Lag L'Omer . He describes his brother Haim's
wedding and Sheva Berachot . He describes his trip to the U.S. for the first time . Many other events
including birth dates and Yahrzeits can be found there. At the end of the booklet ( page 59 ) a eulogy
can be found written by his brother in law Rabbi Raphael Silvera. Rabbi Silvera writes that he sponsored
a sefer called "Karnot Sadik" authored by Rabbi Eliyahu Mani of Hebron. He writes that among his
greatest deeds was his support of Tashbar (Elementary school age children) and his support of learners in
depth in a group called "Shevet Achim " in Syria. He continues to praise his work in America , namely
opening a Midrash with food and drink and a wonderful library. He ends with words of comfort , that if
his children are following in his ways he still lives on. We also added a short biographical sketch from
the book "L' kedoshim Asher B'aretz (a History book from Rabbi David Laniado that lists 527 Syrian
Rabbis with short biographical sketches , which he is one of them) He brings a thank you letter from
Rabbi Haim Tawil for helping fund his father's book "Et Sofer ". He also quotes the words written on his
tomb stone. ( This is an unclear point because the actual tomb stone in Staten Island reads differently. )
For historic interest we added the request for British citizenship by Abraham's father David from the
public record dated 1889 with an explanation by his son Joseph A. D. Sutton.

Additional writings were added from different books of Responsa. He had correspondence with the great
Rabbis of his day. He sent his questions to Rabbi Yosef Yedid one of the Great Syrian sages of yester-
year . ( Teacher of Hacham Ezra Attia and Hacham Yaacob Kassin). He wrote to Hacham Ovadia
Hedaya (Dayan and Kabbalist and head of the Bet El Yeshiva ) He wrote to Hacham Meyer Waknin
Chief Rabbi of Tiberias who spent the war years with the Syrian Community of New York. He wrote to
Hacham Haim Tawil son of Hacham Ezra author of "Et Sofer". Lastly , he corresponded with his
brother in law Rabbi Raphael Silvera who lived in Yerushalayim. '
The writings of Mr. Sam A. Sutton are included ( pages 13-12 ) and his correspondence with Rabbi Tawil
and Rabbi Silvera. We thank Rabbi Raymond A. Haber who provided these manuscripts.

From his questions it is apparent that he was well learned. He quotes from the Gemara and Tur Bet
Yosef , He asks contradictions and brings proofs. In his question to Rabbi Waknin we see his diligence
in learning and full use of his time. He asks if he can learn while in a court or a Doctor's office when his
head is uncovered. (Hacham Ovadia Yosef in Yabia Omer Vol. 6 of Ohr Hachaim Chapter 16 brings the
answer of Rabbi Waknin who forbids learning without a head cover and he argues that the question was
asked by a man who is in extenuating circumstances and he allows him to learn rather than waste his
time)




In Rabbi Yosef Yedid's answer it is apparent that Abraham D. Sutton used to send him money to support
him .He blessed him , that in the merit of taking care of him , Hashem should bless him and his children,
Rabbi Raphael Silvera thanks him for the clothing packages that his wife sent to Israel.

I would like to list in short the questions he sent to the Gedolim :

a) What size does the tebah have to be in order that the congregation can sit when it is placed on that
tebah.{ Interesting that he sent this question to both Rabbi Yedid and Rabbi Hedaya )

b) Can one tear toilet paper on Shabbat

¢) Can one turn on a hot water faucet on Shabbat

d) Can one use a Shabbat clock

€) A man born in Syria that lived most of his life in Egypt and currently lines in America to which
country should he send his charity for the poor.

f) Can one open the refrigerator door on Shabbat if it might affect the thermostat.

2) In the name of Mr. Abe Esses he asks if a retailer can keep his store open on Shabbat.

He lists 355 books from his personal library that he bought and some that he inherited from his father
David. These books do not include the books of the antique library that he bought in 1928 from
Damascus from Rabbi Shemaya Angel. To whom the antique library was to be inherited is a point of
controversy . The responsa given by Rabbi Ben Sion Aba Shaul , based on the hand written will dictated
1o Rabbi Jacob Kassin , discussing the controversy is also quoted at the end of the booklet.

I would like to end with a story I heard from Hacham Abraham Harari - Raful { Uncle of Rabbis Yosef
and Abraham Harari - Raful of the Brooklyn Syrian Community ) over twenty years ago , at the time
Rabbi Raful was in his nineties. I prayed with him on a Friday night in Israel and was introduced to him
after the prayers. He asked me if I am related to Abraham D. Sutton and I said” He was my Great
Grandfather" . He said " I have a story to tell you about him". He said that Abraham D. Sutton was
praying in a shul during his travels .The Rabbi of the shul noticed he was crying at the beginning of the
tefilla. He approached him and asked him if everything is all right. Abraham D. Sutton explained when
we say Birchat HaTorah in the moming , we pray that our children and grandchildren be Torah
Scholars. I know my children and try to educate them properly , but I might never meet my
grandchildren and for them I can only shed tears that they follow the path of Torah" Rabbi Raful added ,
" If he has any religious grandchildren and great grandchildren today it is from those tears".

May the learning of our Grandfathers writings be a merit for him and for our entire family. n~asmn

David J. Sutton
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Historical points of Syria as recorded by Abraham David Sutton a"h

A Blood libel occurred in the city of Damascus instigated by Father Thomas.

it began on February 5,1840 ( 6" of Adar 5600) and ended on September 6,1840. It lasted for

seven months. My father was present at that time.

in the year 5620 (1860) The Druze people attacked the Christians. They killed, looted and

defiled their women. '

My father married in the year 5609 (1849), when the Moslems were put into power,

In the year 5632 (1872) in Nissan there was an earthquake, (A trouble that has come once,

should not occur again), on Wednesday and again on the seventh night of Pesach.

In the year 5635 (1875) in the month of Sivan there was a cholera epidemic. (A trouble that has

come once, will not occur again).

In the year 5640 (1880) in the month of Nissan riots broke out.

In the year 5651 (1890) in the month of Cheshvan a cholera epidemic broke out, it lasted until

Kislev and a second time from Tammuz to Tishre.

In the year 5655 (1895) during the month of Av, Cholera.

In the year 5663 (1903} in the month of Tammuz, Cholera, ‘

In the year 5610 (1849) in the month of Cheshvan the Moslems rebelled against the government

in Turkey and looted the Christians and defiled their women. And not one dog tried to harm any

one from Bnei Yisrael, with the exception of one woman from the house of Sriti. They shot at her

with a gun from behind the door (Heaven forbid). All the important men sat in the large closed

courtyards because there they had the French consuls. Everyone had Moslem servants among
- the attackers. They stood at the entrance to the courtyards and guarded so that the looters could

not enter. After the government was strengthened, they brought an army that shot with cannons

into the Mosiem neighborhoods, and they made them into dust, and they were quiet.

My brother, Chaim, was born in the year 5612 (1852) and passed away (to Olam Habah)

around the year 5685 (1925). He lived 73 years.

My sister, Esther, was born in the year 5617 (1857) and passed away (to Olam Habah) in the

year 5689 (1928) in Kislev. She fived 73 years.

My sister, Sara, may she live, was born around the year 5639 (1878).

Autobiography of Abraham David Sutton a"h

| was born in Aram Soba in the year 5624 (1864) on the 2™ day of Sivan, in the house of Silam

Besachah. After two years, in 5626 (1866), cholera broke out (A trouble that has come once,

should not occur again). The epidemic was very great (owing to our great sins). Many people

died that year. Maybe even 1000 people died every day in each city. All the Jews were closed up

in their houses, no one went out. Only the poor who did not have what to live on had to go out to

the market for their livelihood.

One vear later, in the year 5627 (1867), my father and mother moved their home to “Charat
“haqalah”, to the house where we live in now. My father rented the house from Rav Abraham

Betesh until the year 5632 (1872) or 5633 (1873). Then my father bought the property for an

amount of 700 Turkish Lira.




In the year 5632 (1872) on the 23 of Nisan, there was an earthquake in Aram Soba. No one
was harmed except for one young man, the brother of the esteemed judge and Chacham R’
Yehuda Efraim. The boy was about 15 or 16 years of age, and a rock fell on him at the Alliance
School. Afterwards there was a second earthquake on the 7" night of Pesach, and all the Jews
were sick with fear lest the quake turn out like the one in the year 5582 (1822) when the city was
in ruins. Immediately at midnight of the 7* night of Pesach ali the people fled to the fields and the
Arabs’ tents outside of the city. Afterwards, anyone that was able, pitched a tent and lived in the
gardens and orchards, almost until Shabuot. When they realized that the earthquake was over,
they returned fo their homes in peace.

Later, in the year 5637 (1873), my father, z"l, arranged for my brother, Chaim, to marry Mazal.
In the year 5634 (1874) on the 13" day in the month of Mercy (Elul) they made a wedding, with
seven days of drums and dances, songs and feasts.

In the year 5635 (1875) in the month of Menachem Av cholera broke out again and the sickness
was great. All of the people were closed up in their houses for two months, no one came and no
one went. On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur of the year 5636 (1876) we went out and prayed
in a minyan at a special location where there were only a few people, hoping that there wasn't
anyone who was exposed to the disease.

Later in the year, a son was born to my brother. He was named David. This was on the 23" day
of the month of Mercy (Elul), 5636 (1876). The brit milah was on Rosh Hashanah 5637 (1876).

In 5638 (1878) my sister, Esther, married Yechezkel Matalon.

In the year 5639 (1879) my sister, Sarah, was born to my mother.

My sister Esther also had a son, nhamed Shelomo on Friday at midday, on the 14%* day of
Menachem Av.

In the year 5640 (1880), there was a lot of show.

In the year 5643 (1883), on Rosh Chodesh Adar Il 5643 (1883), my father A"H arranged for me
to marry my wife, a befitting woman, the daughter of the pious Mr. Shelomo Siivera. | married my
wife on Wednesday night, the 13* day of Elul 5644 (1884).

My daughter, Nahama, was born on the 20* of Kislev 5648 (1887).

In the year 5650 (1890) | merited to travel to four places (Tzefat, Tiberias, Jerusalem, and
Hebron). | went as far as Trablus with my father-in-law’s family. We all rode on horses and a
wagon. From there we took a boat to Beirut, and from Beirut I rented a horse and rode to Tzefat
(may it be rebuilt speedily). In Tzefat | merited to visit all of the holy graves there: Rashb”i (Rav
Shimon Bar Yochai) and his son, Hillet the Elder, Shamai, Yehoshua ben Be'eri, the Holy Maran,
the Ar’i and other righteous ones. The Hilulah (Yahrizeit) of Rashb”i was on Thursday night Lag
Baomer.

From there we traveled to Tiberias (may it be rebuilt speedily). There we stayed at the house of
the Hacham Abraham ben Atar, called Tidfiy. | stayed there for four days, and merited a visit to
the graves of all the righteous men buried there: Rabbi Meir Baal Hannes, Rabbi Yochanan ben
Zakai , Rabbi Akiva and his students, the Rambam and other righteous men (may their merit
protect us).



Afterwards we traveled to Jerusalem {may it be rebuilt speedily). We arrived on Thursday, the
26" of lyar. | stayed for 22 days and went to Hebron (may it be rebuilt speedily). We also visited
the Patriarchs and other righteous people (may their merit protect us). 1 returned to Jerusalem
and stayed at the home of my father-in-law, Mr. Shlomo Silvera (may his merit protect us).
Afterwards | returned to Beirut and stayed in Aleh (name of a place) for one month. Then |
returned to my city Aram Soba in the month of Av.

In the year 5651 (1891) on Thursday, the 7* day of Nisan, at 11:00 PM, my son, David was
born (may Hashem protect him). We made a brit milah on the first day of Pesach.

During that year cholera broke out (A trouble that has come once, should not occur again). We
ran away to the city of Bilan with my father, my brother Chaim and their families. We stayed there
until after Sukkot 5652 (1891) when the epidemic was completely over. My father-in law’s family
and other people were also there.

In the year 5653 (1893) on Shabbat, the 29* day of Nisan my son, Shlomo, was born at noon.

In the year 5663 (1903) on Sunday at 11:00 AM on the 6" day of Adar my son, Moshe Yehudah,
was born. The milah was on Sunday the 13" of Adar 5663 (1903).

During the month of Tammuz, cholera broke out (A trouble that has come once, should not occur
again). We escaped to the city of Bilan and stayed there until the 10* of Cheshvan.

After Sukkot, on Shemini Atzeret 5664 (1903) my father a”’h passed away (in Jerusalem). We
received the news via telegraph after Sukkot. |

My mother passed away in Jerusalem on the 234 day of Kislev in the year 5677 (1916).
Afterwards my son, Yosef Ezra (may Hashem protect him) was born on the first of Sivan at
4:00 PM 5667 (1907).

Then my son, Raphael Yishaya, was born on Wednesday, the day after Pesach at 4:00 AM
5669 (1909).

Afterwards, my son, Shlomo and | traveled to New York. We left Aram Soba on Thursday
morning and arrived in Beirut on Friday night. We made Shabbat there. On Sunday we traveled
to Alexandria, Egypt by boat and arrived on Tuesday. We stayed there for one week and left
Egypt on Wednesday, 18" of Kislev. We sailed on a ship to Naples and arrived on Shabbat. We
stayed there for four days and sailed on the first day of Chanukah to New York. We were at sea
for thirteen days, and a storm came upon us. Some parts of the ship were broken. Were it not for
Hashem, we would not have been saved from the sea, (may Hashem be praised). We arrived in
New York on December 22, 1909. My son, Shiomo, and 1 remained alone for two years.Later,
my son David, joined us in Adar-April 1912.After three years my wife came with my daughter,
Nahama, and sons: Moshe Yehudah, Ezra Yosef, and Raphael Yishaya. They arrived in New
York on Purim, Sunday 5675 (1915).

In the year 5683 (1922) on the 14" of Kisiev | traveled from New York to Egypt for the wedding
of my son, Shlomo, who is educated, wise and learned. | sailed on a large ship, the Antotania,
that carried 48,000 ton. | arrived in Egypt on the 3 of Tevet. My son’s wedding was on the 13* of
Tevet, according to the secular date: January 1, 1923. | stayed in Egypt until the 5% of Adar .



Then | traveled to Jerusalem {may it be rebuilt speedily) to visit the graves of my fathers. | stayed
one day then | left Jerusalem and went to Tel Aviv on Purim. | traveled to Haifa to the place
where Eliyahu Hanavi was on Mount Carmel. From Haifa | went to Tiberias and | stayed there for
two days. | returned to Haifa and took a car to Beirut. | slept there one night. On the second night
| took a train to Allepo. | arrived on Erev Shabbat and stayed with my brother Chaim for a week.
From there | traveled to Beirut and took a boat to Alexandria and stayed there for a day. Then |
sailed on a ship to Venice, and stayed there for a day. Thenl traveled to Lucerne Switzertand for
a day. Then to Milan for a day, where | saw Hillel ben Ami. | traveled to Paris for a day. Then |
traveled to Strassburg on Friday and boarded the ship Mauritania after Shabbat. | arrived in New
York on Friday.

( Births :) (Besiman Tov) A daughter was born to my son, David, at the beginning of Shabbat.
She was named Sally.

(Besiman Tov) A son was born to my son, Shlomo, on Erev Sukkot 5684 (1923). The brit milah
was on Hol Hamoed Hoshanah Rabah. He was named Abraham.

(Besiman Tov) A son was born to my son, David, named Abraham. _
(Besiman Tov) A son was born to my son, Shlomo, named Leon, on the 13* of Sivan 5686 (May
16th 26th 1926 ).

(Besiman Tov) A son was born to my son, Shlomo, named David on the 8th of Sivan 5692 ,June
12th 1932.

(Besiman Tov) A son was born to my son, Leon, named Abraham, on December 2, 1933.

In the year 5688 (1928) | traveled a fourth time to Israel and Syria on February 20" on the ship
Mauritania. We stopped for a day at the island of Medira which was under the control of the
Portuguese government. We also stopped at Gibraitar for a day, and Naples for two days. From
there | went to Rome and | read the Megillah in a Synagogue there. | returned to Naples and
from there the ship sailed to Niece, France, and also to Monte Carlo. From there we sailed to
Athens, Greece. We, arrived in peace in Haifa on March 10".From there | traveled to
Damascus and | purchased the bet Midrash and library of Shemaya Ang’el for 650 English
Lira. From there | traveled to Aram Soba | arrived close to the 8th of Nissan. From there |
traveled to Jerusalem (may it be rebuilt speedily) on the 4% of Sivan. | stayed there with my
daughter, Nahama, until the 22™ of Kislev 5689 (1929). From there | traveled to Paris and saw
my son, Shlomo. From there we sailed to New York on the ship, the Majestic.

We arrived in New York in peace .

In the year 5690 (1930) on July 27* (A trouble that has come once, should not occur again) |
became sick with Paralysis. For two months | lay on a death bed. Afterwards, may Hashem be
praised, | got up and walked with a cane. May Hashem heal and cure me and restore my health.

Written by Sam A. Sutton: Our crowning glory was taken from us on Friday the 15" of Av 5698,
August 12, 1938.
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