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 The story of the Bar Kochba rebellion occurred in the years 
132-135.  It was the conclusion of what started 60 years earlier, in 
the year 65.  At that time, Israel was ruled by the cruel pagan 
Roman government.  The Roman's oppressed the Jews and forbade 
the practice of Judaism under pain of death.  The Jews rebelled, 
which led to the destruction of the Temple in the year 70, along 
with the destruction of Jerusalem and the massacre of perhaps over 
a million Jews.  
 Over the following decades, the Romans continued to rule 
over Israel.  About the year 115, Hadrian became the Roman 
emperor.  At that time, the Jews in Israel were hoping for more 
freedom and for the ability to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem.  
Instead, Hadrian outlawed the teaching of Judaism and the 
performance of circumcisions under pain of death.  He rebuilt the 
city of Jerusalem, and renamed it Aela Capitolina, after his own 
nickname.  He erected a pagan temple in Jerusalem for the Roman 
gods. 
 So, in the year 132, the Jews rebelled.  This second rebellion 
against the Romans was 60 years after the first rebellion that ended 
with the destruction of the Temple.  This second rebellion took a 
tremendous amount of courage, considering the low probability of 
success against the Roman military might, and considering the 
hideously cruel way that Romans punished their enemies.   
 The great legendary leader Shimon bar Kosiba assembled 
several 100,000 Jewish soldiers.  Many gentiles who believed in the 
Jewish cause assisted the Jews.  The Jews were initially successful.  
They conquered Jerusalem, set up a government in Betar, minted 
their own coins, collected taxes, promoted Shimon as “nasi” 
(leader) and put his name on the coins.  One of the most notable 
rabbis of the Talmud, Rabbi Akiva, believed that Shimon was the 
messiah.  People started giving Shimon a nickname of Bar Kochba, 
meaning "son of the star", which is a pun from his real name of bar 
Kosiba meaning "son of a trickster". 
 But their freedom lasted only 3 years.  The Roman emperor 
Hadrian sent his general Severus from Briton to Israel to defeat the 
Jews.  Severus's strategy was to conquer one Jewish city at a time, 
by laying siege to the city and starving its inhabitants until they 
surrendered.  As one city after another fell to the Romans, Jews fled 
toward their capital, Betar.  At some point, Betar became a large 
metropolis.  One midrash states that Betar had over 150,000 school 
children.  It became the last holdout against the Romans.   
 Eventually, the Romans surrounded Betar, starved the people, 
and then attacked the city and massacred every man, women and 
child.  With the rebellion crushed, the Romans hunted down and 
tortured to death the rabbis that supported the rebellion, most 
notably Rabbi Akiva.  The Romans forbade the Jews from living in 
or near Jerusalem and continued to outlaw the teaching or practice 
of Judaism.  By the end of the war, according to a Roman senator, 
Roman soldiers had killed 580,000 Jews in battle -- not counting the 
Jews who died of sickness and starvation. 
 The Romans also set out to find and exterminate the family of 
one of Bar Kochba's Jewish governors who had managed to 
survive.  That family, along with their friends, to refuge in a cave in 
a steep cliff that overlooks a gorge leading into the Dead Sea.  This 
cave was located so precarious that it was terrifying just to reach it.  
The family, including women and children, along with their 
provisions, had to be lowered by rope down from the top of the 
cliff.  The Romans knew where the Jews were hiding and set up 
camp at the top of the cliff to starve them out. 

 While trapped in the cave, the Jews hid their belongings 
(government and personal documents, clothes and utensils) in 
remote sections of the cave in deep crevices covered by heavy 
boulders so that no one would find them.  After the Jews died in the 
cave, their belongings remained there undisturbed for 1800 years, 
until they were discovered by Jewish archeologists under the 
leadership of Yigal Yadin.  Yadin wrote a fascinating book about 
what he found in these caves. 
 Because of the area's low rainfall and low humidity, their 
belongings remained in very good condition for the 1800 years.  As 
shown in the attached photos from Yadin’s book, it was so dry that 
an amazingly exquisite glass dish was found with no haze on it 
(which occurs naturally to all glass objects over time due to alkali 
attack in air).  An identical one, but in much worse condition, was 
found by archeologists in England.  It was so dry that their baskets 
made from palm fronds didn't decay.  Even their clothes didn't 
decay; the only damage being from moths.  It was so dry that even 
their food  (olive pits, nuts, figs, and pomegranates still in tact) 
didn't decay. 
 What we know about this episode in Jewish history is from 3 
major sources: documents from the Romans themselves, early 
church documents, and the Gemarah written 360 years after this 
period.  
 The artifacts found in the cave included many letters from Bar 
Kochba (apparently written by his scribes, since the handwriting 
differed from letter to letter) with orders to this governor.   All 
letters from Bar Kochba were written in Hebrew and (except for 
terrible handwriting) is decipherable by anyone with a knowledge 
of modern Hebrew.  Some other letters found in the cave are in 
Greek, Aramaic and Nabatean (Moabite).   
 One of the letters from Bar Kochba requested that the 
governor collect, from orchards around the Dead Sea, lulavs and 
esrogs for the upcoming Succos holiday and send them by donkey 
to Bar Kochba's soldiers in Betar.  The letter states that a lot of 
lulavs and esrogs are needed because of the large size of the Jewish 
army.  This letter was accompanied by a cover letter from another 
governor of another area.  The cover letter said that the attached 
letter from Bar Kochba was sent to him (the other governor) but it 
was really meant for the Ein Gedi governor.  The other governor 
wrote "I'm sorry for writing this cover letter in Greek instead of 
Hebrew, but no one around here knows how to write Hebrew.”  
This agrees with Dio Cassius' (Roman senator) history stating that 
many gentiles helped the Jews against the Romans.   
 One of the artifacts found in the cave were blue tsitsis.  
Another was a bundle of 35 legal papers from a woman named 
Mabata.  From these, archeologists were able to reconstruct her 
life's story, and it reads like a soap opera.   
 It is very touching to ponder:  If only the Jews who starved to 
death in this cave could have known that 1800 years in the future, 
their descendents would still be living in the area, would still be 
speaking the same language (and even able to read the documents 
this family were hiding in the cave).  And still be wearing tsitsis, 
and celebrating Succos with lulav and esrog.  And would still be 
bravely fighting for freedom and self defense but this time 
succeeding and reconstructing the Jewish state that these hapless 
fugitives gave their lives for.  And their descendents would return 
after 1800 years and find these hidden artifacts and reverently 
retrieve them and bring them to Jerusalem for their fellow Jews to 
view in awe.
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