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:Py L ﬂ‘?’;}: Supporting Torah
’ through Diamonds

Translated and adapted from Megillas Sefer, the autobiography of Rav Yaakov Emden

Prior to the 1700s, India was the world's primary diamond source. In the
1720’s, gold miners in Brazil discovered “crystals” and set off the “diamond
rush.” For the next century, Brazil was the world's largest supplier of
diamonds. In Megillas Sefer, Rav Yaakov Emden discusses the early days
of the diamond discovery and how he was supported through it for over a
decade. Rav Emden arrived in Amsterdam in 1729 and stayed at the home
of Rav Zalman Nordan.

“While I was in the household of Rav Zalman Nordan, my
business dealings declined, and nothing remained by which I
could support myself. Much of the merchandise I bought lay in
the attic where it was subject to mold, and the rest was sold at a
great loss.

But Hashem put it into the hearts of the two brothers, Reb
Leib and Reb Reuven Norden, to deal kindly with me. For several
years they supported me financially of their own accord. They
did much chessed and tzedakah with the community, but no one
knew how they had amassed their wealth. I will tell you their
secret.

A mine of precious stones had been discovered in the land of
Brazil. Brazil is a source of silver and gold, but now an abundance
of diamond stones were found there as well. We in Western
Europe had never had diamonds, except those from India.

For several years the matter remained secret, and the merchant
sailors coming from Portugal brought the new precious stones
to England secretly. They did not publicize the newly-discovered

The Warm Wishes of the
Vilna Gaon

Very few letters written in the Gra’s handwriting exist today.
However, in the year 1928 the sefer Kisvei haGeonim (compiled
by Rav Tzvi Horowitz), a collection of letters
from the eighteenth century, was printed.
The first letter in the sefer was written by Rav
Yissachar Ber of Vilna (the brother of the Gra)
to Rav Shaul Lowenstam (known as Rav Shaul
of Amsterdam and author of Binyan Ariel). Rav
Shaulwas the son of Rav Aryeh Leib Amsterdam
and a nephew of Rav Yaakov Emden. The letter
was written on erev Sukkos 5536 (1775). Rav
Yissachar Ber wrote that he wished to obtain
sefarim on Kabbalah that were available in
Amsterdam. It seems that some of the sefarim
were for the Gra as well. Among the sefarim he
wanted were: Pirkei Heichalos, Peirushim on the
Zohar by Rav Moshe Cordovero (the Ramak),

and the sefer Hamiddos by Aristotle. ' erpinine neien bio

Professor Shnayer Leiman points to the
postscript of the letter, which the Gra added
in his own handwriting: “I too send warm
greetings to my beloved relative, the Rabbi and great Gaon [Rav
Shaul]. His beautiful and praiseworthy name is known at all
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Rav Shaul of Amsterdam

diamond mine, out of fear that the merchants would not treat
them as genuine diamonds, since they came from an unknown
source. Moreover, those diamonds were not as large or as fine
as those from India. Accordingly, the Portuguese men who
discovered the mine acted wisely and kept the matter shrouded
in deepest secrecy. They clandestinely entrusted a quantity of
the stones to the sailors.

When they arrived in London, the merchant sailors revealed
their secret to the two sons of Rav Zalman Nordan [Reb Leib
and Reb Reuven], who were engaged in the gold trade. From
this trade they had already begun to grow wealthy and the
sailors knew them because they were accustomed to buying gold
from them. The brothers took the new precious stones, tested
them successfully, and Hashem sent them abundant blessings
through them. These men became exceedingly wealthy, but
without attracting attention. They sold their diamonds quickly
as though they were from India, and no one discovered their
secret. The brothers entered into a long-term agreement with
the Portuguese sailors, and they kept faith with one another for
many years.

Thus, the Norden household grew and became wealthy.
Although they were recognized as rich men, no one imagined
even a quarter of the wealth they had attained. Although the
trade spread and became publicized, and eventually all merchants
began to deal with it, they retained an advantage with those
who first brought that merchandise, and they continued in this
trade for many years. The profits of the other merchants were
insignificant in comparison to their wealth. With their help I was
supported for many years."

public gates where Torah is taught; all render honor to his name,
our Teacher and Rabbi Rav Shaul, may his lamp glow. Special
warm greetings to your ‘elderly’ uncle—‘elderly’ means one who
has acquired wisdom and understanding of Torah; wisdom rests
with the elderly. All render honor to his name, the honorable
= Teacher and Rabbi, Rav Yaakov, may his lamp
glow. May Hashem grant him length of days
and years blessed with good and pleasantness.”

Since the time of the machlokes between Rav
Yaakov Emden and Rav Yonasan Eibschutz,
some have been skeptical with regard to the
Gra’s attitude toward Rav Yaakov Emden. In
a letter to Rav Yonasan, the Gra wrote that “a
sefer Torah is suffering,” implying that he felt
that Rav Yaakov Emden was wrong to cause
Rav Yonasan pain. However, this letter serves
to quell the rumors. Had the Gra had any ill
feelings toward Rav Yaakov Emden, he would
not have gone out of his way to mention him,
let alone shower him with praise.

Interestingly, there are many similarities
between the Gra and Rav Yaakov Emden’s
approach to various topics. This will be addressed in a future
article.



