
 

Chapter 25 

Black inside and outside 

 

Tephillin today are made to much higher standard than when I had reached 

the age of Barmitzvah. 

A few months prior to my Barmitzvah, my maternal grandmother gave my 

mother the sum of £6 (six pounds sterling) to buy me a tallit and tephillin 

and other things relevant for my Barmitzvah. We then went to a Jewish 

bookshop in London and purchased these things. The tephillin cost £3. In 

those days the only tephillin one saw in the London area, even amongst 

Rabbis, were “peshutot.” And they were very small. At the time, I saw that 

the tephillin had a seal on them testifying that they were kosher. 

The first day I put on tephillin was 26 Tishri 1955, which was just over a 

month before my Barmitzvah, and I am pleased to say that since then I have 

never missed a day when I was required to put on tephillin. 

It was about a year later, that I saw the gidim which sewed up my shel rosh 

were rubbing and I was worried that they would break. I therefore went 

back to the shop where I bought them and the salesman there put some 

implement between the gidim and the tephillin bayit to show that the gidim 

were still thick and there was no chance of them breaking. 

Soon after I arrived in Israel in 1966, I decided that I wanted better quality 

tephillin and I went to a shop in Tel Aviv which had been recommended to 

me. There I purchased a pair which had the wording on the cover to the 

tephillin that they were “gasot”. I must admit that in those days I was not 

sufficiently knowledgeable to be able to distinguish dakot from gasot. 

Whilst in Yeshivah I was informed that these tephillin, (despite what was 

written on the cover) were in fact dakot, and that the price I had paid was 

the price demanded for gasot! 

Most people don’t know what the inside of tephillin looks like. So, when 

one day whilst learning with my chavruta in Yeshivah, during the month 



of Elul, someone who was near us was opening up a pair of tephillin to 

check them. I suggested to my chavruta that we watch what they are doing. 

My chavruta disagreed, claiming that this would be bitul Torah! I am sure 

that one would learn more in spending a half an hour on watching what 

was being done to the Tephillin than one would learn during a whole 

morning studying Gemara. 

When in the early 1970s, I was Director of Jewish Studies in a Jewish 

school in Liverpool, I wrote practical programme for the Barmitzvah class 

on Tephillin. I ordered parchment, ink, a quill pen making instrument and 

gidim from a sofer, and I also obtained old tephillin from a shul genizah. 

Each pupil received a small piece of parchment, made himself a quill pen 

and copied on his piece of parchment some sample letters which I had 

written on the blackboard. The old tephillin were dissected and the pupils 

could thus see how the batim were constructed and how the parshiot were 

inserted into them. I am pleased to say that this course was extremely 

successful and the boys did exceptionally well in the subsequent 

examination.  The boys also realised the importance of Tephillin and I was 

told that one boy even put them on before he came to shul on the Shabbat 

of his Barmitzvah! When I spoke to him afterwards, he told me that he 

knew that one does not put on Tephillin on Shabbat but he regarded his 

Barmitzvah Shabbat as a special Shabbat. 

I cannot recollect the date, but I estimate that it was about the year 2000, 

that my son-in-law Baruch (who was in 2014 murdered in a terrorist attack) 

wanted new tephillin and he asked me to get some price quotes. There is in 

Kiryat Arba a battim-macher (a person who makes Batim). He gave me a 

list of prices and Baruch chose the most expensive. After they had been 

made, I saw that they were better than mine, and I accordingly ordered a 

similar pair from him. Whenever I speak at Baruch’s yahrzeit each year, I 

relate that it is due to him that I now have higher quality Tephillin, and 

therefore every day he gets in Heaven some of the praise for this. 

Another hidur which began a number of years ago was to have tephillin 

straps which were black from side to side and I changed by tephiilin straps 

for such straps. A few months later, a rather interesting thing happened 



with these Tephillin straps and also to those of another person who bought 

them from the same source. What occurred in both these cases was that the 

strap around the head took on a brown colour. I painted them over with 

tephillin black and the problem has not repeated itself. 

About a year ago, Baruch’s eldest son Itai, reached the age of Barmitzvah 

and I ordered tephillin for him. There is a sofer in Kiryat Arba who writes 

tephillin according to the Sephardi tradition and he wrote the parshiot. 

They were then checked by another sofer and also by computer and I 

received a photocopy of the parshiot. The batim macher who made 

Baruch’s and my batim then made them for Itai. I could see when they 

arrived that they were even better than mine. In addition, Itai received two 

further pairs of tephillin from organisations who give tephillin to orphans 

whose parent was killed in a terrorist attack, and each time it was 

accompanied by a ceremony at the Kotel. He could have got a further two 

pairs, but declined them. Three pairs were enough! I also have Baruch’s 

tephillin in my apartment, and when Itai is in Kiryat Arba he uses his 

father’s tephillin.   

It was in about the summer of 2019 that the Batim Macher who made my 

family’s tephillin said something to me which gave me the idea to write a 

paper on the blackening of the tephillin straps on both sides. His uncle had 

been a great Rabbi in Europe and had written a book on tephillin. Entitled 

“Gidulai Aharon.” He showed me what his uncle had written on blackening 

the straps on both sides. 

As with all research one has to first assemble the research material. Today 

with the internet it is far, far easier to accomplish this. An important source 

on the internet is HebrewBooks, which has well over 50,000 books and one 

can freely download pages from them, or indeed even the entire book. 

In addition, information which I found on the internet included a 

newspaper article warning people to beware of fake tephillin straps! 

Needless to add that not everything that I downloaded from the internet 

was used in writing my paper – sometimes the same information appeared 

in more than one source, and sometimes when studying the download, it 

was found not to be directly relevant. 



One point that initially caused me confusion was that there are two (or even 

three) books all entitled “Baruch Sheamar” on tephillin, which are written 

by completely different authors. 

I researched numerous aspects regarding blackening the straps These 

included the source of the ink and what ingredients  can or cannot be used 

to make the blacking material, the colour of the blackening material, who 

can and cannot do the blackening, what percentage of the outer side of the 

straps has to blackened, whether the inner  side of the straps has to be 

blackened, or can they be of a different colour,  contemporary attitudes 

towards tephillin blackened from side to side, and other points. 

If the colour of the inside of the straps is not important, it might well be 

permitted to write one’s name on the back of the straps. Whilst I was in the 

school in Liverpool, we told the pupils to write their names on the back of 

the straps so they could easily identify them. The only exclusion was not 

to write them in red. 

There is a Rabbinical organisation in Jerusalem where one can send via the 

internet halachic questions and one receives a very prompt answer. I 

submitted several questions on the ingredients for the blackening material 

and received answers within a few hours. To one of my questions they 

replied that it was interesting and that they had not seen a source which 

answered this question, and instead they gave me a plausible suggestion. 

Another piece of information I obtained was from a shiur of Yeshivah 

University which had been put onto the internet. A shiur on the internet, 

which was given in the Montreal Torah Center, quoted from the Rishon, 

the Mordechi. My Shas did not include this and I asked the person who 

gave the shiur to scan it and send it to me, which he did. Later I also found 

it on the Oz veHadar edition of their Shas, which contains commentaries 

not found in most editions of the Shas. 

Although I had found almost all the references, I required on 

HebrewBooks, they were a few which were not there, and I accordingly 

made a list of these books. I then first went to the Yeshivat Nir library in 

Kiryat Arba (which incidentally I started about 50  years ago when it was 



Yeshivat Mitnachalei Hevron in the Memshal building in Hebron). Even 

after searching in that library, there were still a few books which I required, 

and for these I went to the Israel National Library in Jerusalem. 

I wrote as an annex to my paper the problem that strict vegetarians have to 

observe the mitzvah of tephillin, since they are made almost exclusively 

from animal parts. One solution is to use animals who have died naturally. 

One of the pupils at my former school Carmel College and the youngest 

son of its Principal and Founder, is David Rosen, who was once the Chief 

Rabbi of Ireland (and not the Chief Rabbi of Israel, as incorrectly published 

in an article on this subject), and is today  the American Jewish 

Committee’s (AJC) International Director of Interreligious Affairs. He is 

very much for vegetarianism and is the Honorary President of the 

International Jewish Vegetarian and Ecology society, and he regards using 

such an animal which has died naturally as a hidur mitzvah for tephillin. 

After assembling (or more accurately whilst assembling) all the 

information, I wrote up the first draft of my paper, and I then checked it 

point by point against the original sources. Following checking the Hebrew 

text for grammatical and stylish errors, a final copy was made and printed 

out.  

When I write a paper, I also photocopy the relevant sections of the source 

material, unless it is something which is to be found almost everywhere, 

such as Talmud, Shulchan Aruch, Mishnah Berurah etc. I then add these 

photocopies after the text of my paper. 

After all this had been done, I printed out a number of copies and 

distributed them to people and libraries who had provided me with 

materials, or had assisted me with my research. I also put a copy of my 

paper together with the source material on my website. 

  

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

Sample page I wrote and was then was given to pupils of the  

Jewish High School in Liverpool – 1970s 



 

Sample page I wrote for the Barmitzvah course at the  

Jewish High School in Liverpool – July 1972 

 

 



 

 

 

List of books I could not find on HebrewBooks website 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

My search for one of the references in my paper 



A photograph of cylindrical Tephillin found in the Cairo Genizah 



Cylindrical Tephillin found in the Cairo Genizah 



 

 

My telephonic enquiries in connection with ingredients for Tephillin blackening material 



 

Catalogue entry of one of the books I referred to at the Israel National Library and 

the relevant information which it contained 

 

 


