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Caucasian Connection 
THE THIRTEENTH TRIBE 
by ARTHUR KOESTLER 
255 pages. Random House. $8.95. 

The unb l ink ing eye o f Eastern mys­
ticism, the dark side o f Western technol­
ogy, the enigmas o f order and chance, 
the uncharted r i l ls o f the b r a i n — n o sub­
ject has been too forbidding for A r t h u r 
Koestler's exuberant curiosity. Now , at 
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70, he is the intellectual 's Robert Ripley, 
presenting sideshows o f believe-it-or-not 
facts and controversial speculations. 

This t ime out, Koestler offers what 
he clearly intends to be an astounding 
fac t—that the major i ty o f the w o r l d s 
14 m i l l i o n Jews are not Semites. Most 
European and Amer ican Jews, he ad­
vises, should not trace their origins to 
the tents o f Jacob but rather to the yurts 
of 7th century Caucasian nomads 
known as Khazars. W i t h their fair skin, 
reddish hair and blue eyes, the Khazars 
were not what is usually regarded as 
Semites. They spoke a k i n d of old Tu rk ­
ish, but their origins remain hidden. 

Two Monothe isms. Yet the K h a ­
zars and their relationship to Judaism 
are not news to scholars and historians. 
There is general agreement that dur ing 
the early 7th century these pagan tribes­
men established a k ingdom between the 
Black and Caspian seas. Their capital 
was I t i l , near present-day Ast rakhan, at 
the mouth o f the Volga. 

The historical stage center dur ing 
this period was held by the Christ ian By­
zantine Empire and the followers o f Mo­
hammed, who burst out o f the Arab ian 
peninsula after the prophets death in 
632, overran Persia and eventually ex­
tended their empire from northern 
Spain to the frontiers o f China. The pa­
gan Khazars successfully resisted Chris­
tian and Moslem arms. The power of 
the two monotheisms seems to have 
driven the Khazars to seek a god of their 
own. The problem was, wh ich one? 

The Khazars chose Judaism, an odd 
historical fact that Koestler and others 
are at pains to explain satisfactorily. Ac­
cording to one ancient Jewish legend, 
the Khazar k ing . Bulan. was in the mar­

ket for a monotheism to replace his old 
tr ibal idolatry. He asked the emissary 
from Chr is t ian Byzant ium wh i ch faith 
he would choose i f the only opt ion was 
between Judaism and Is lam. The Chris­
tian chose Judaism because the Jews 
—though sinners—at least worshiped 
the same god. 

K i n g Bulan then asked the caliph's 
representative to pick between Judaism 
and Chr ist iani ty . The Arab also select­
ed the Jews because Christ ians ate pork 
and knelt before man-made images. The 
choice was clear: I f the two opposing su­
perpowers could agree on the O ld Tes­
tament god, who was Bulan to argue? 

Unfortunate ly . Koestler omits the 
charming details o f this conversion by 
comparative shopping. Instead, he of­
fers the politics o f T h i r d Wor ld neutral­
ism, arguing the possibility that a Jew­
ish Khazar ia could better deal w i th both 
Christians and Arabs. Such Realpolitik 
has a certain commonsensical appeal, 
but it also leaves out the less rational mo­
tives for human behavior—those mo­
tives that seem to be responsible for most 
of history. 

In addi t ion, Koestler offers a bliz­
zard o f in format ion but not enough hard 
facts to support his thesis. As in the past, 
he is a master o f the condit ional asser­
tion ( ' Th i s would be added evidence 

Unfortunate ly , the approximately 
four-century history o f Khazaria is thin 
in pr imary source material . The king­
dom seems to have flourished as a cross­
roads o f East-West trade Persecuted 
Jews from Byzantium are believed to 
have flocked to Khazaria. where they in­
termarried w i th their Caucasian co-re­
ligionists. When Genghis Khan's Mon 
gols swept westward in the 13th century ek
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Khazaria's Jews fled to bastern and 
Central Europe. These fugitives. Koest-
ler suggests, were part of a second D i ­
aspora that became the Ashkena/im, or 
European Jews of Russia and Poland 
True Semitic Jews, he says, are descen­
dants o f the Sephardim. that small group 
whose exile wanderings can be traced 
from the ancient Middle East through 
No r th A f r ica , Spain and Portugal 

S t a m p e d Kosher . Given the com­
plex genetic blending that has occurred 
dur ing Europe's history, Koestler's po­
sition is a l l too facile, despite the ob­
vious effort and t ime the author spent 
on his study. I t is not that he is unaware 
of the subtle traps and deadfalls o f ra­
cial theory. I n fact, he does his usual im ­
itation o f a Renaissance man by includ­
ing mathematical formulas derived from 
a biochemical blood index. But Koest­
ler's enthusiasm for the idea o f a non-
Semitic Jewry threatens to drown his 
own carefully d rawn qualifications. 

This confl ict between sense and sen­
sationalism causes some problems. 
Koestler is fearful, for example, that his 
book might be used to undercut the foun­
dations o f Israel. I f most Israelis are 
really descended T r o m Caucasian no­
mads who stamped themselves kosher ARTMUR KOESTLER 
2,200 years ago, now can t h e r c T a i m S e n s e Q n d s e n s a t l o n a i l 5 

Israel as their r ight ful ancestral home- time, august 23,1976 
l andf Yet he is quick to counter h im- ~~ 
self w i th the argument that Israel's le­
git imacy is based on the 1947 United 
Nations mandate that partit ioned Pal­
estine into an Arab and a Jewish state 
O f such stuff are authentic non-issues 
COnCOCted. R.Z. Sheppard 
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