India

GP 918,570,000 ~ JP 6,000 



[image: image1.png]— Mumoai

{(Bombay)
ian | eocaty  /
Sea | MR khapatnam
pansl
Varmagad

\eanggore 8 5

o
NCaliout gPOnICey g s
Cochirl,  Madurai oo,
Tutichring “7N sei s

iy 1 \LAtika R





 

India has a legacy of three distinct Jewish groups: the Bene Israel, the Cochin Jews and the White Jews from Europe. Each group practiced important elements of Judaism and had active synagogues. The Sephardic rites predominate among Indian Jews.

The Bene Israel ("Sons of Israel") lived primarily in Bombay, Calcutta, Old Delhi and Ahmadabad. The native language of the Bene Israel was Marathi, while the Cochin Jews of southern India spoke Malayalam. The Bene Israel claim to be descended from Jews who escaped persecution in Galilee in the 2nd century B.C.E. The first documented evidence of this community dates from the 17th century. The Bene Israel resembles the non-Jewish Maratha people in appearance and customs, which indicates intermarriage between Jews and Indians. Isolated from the rest of Jewry, the Bene Israel adopted many Moslem and Hindu customs. Although they had no synagogues, the Bene Israel retained many Jewish practices, such as circumcision, observance of the dietary laws, and Sabbath observance. However, they were unfamiliar with the Torah (except for the Shema, which was their only prayer) or later Jewish texts. Many members of the Bene Israel worked as oil pressers and were termed the Shanwar Telis, or "Saturday oil pressers," as they refrained from working on the Sabbath. In the 18th Century they were "discovered" by traders from Baghdad. At that time the Bene Israel were practicing just a few outward forms of Judaism (which is how they were recognized) but had no scholars of their own. Teachers from Baghdad and Cochin taught them mainstream Judaism in the 18th and 19th centuries. The Bene Israel built their first synagogue, Shaare Rahamim [Gates of Mercy], in 1796. In time, the Bene Israel in Bombay became a strong community. Many of its members were employed in government service, and a considerable number of others distinguished themselves as officers in the Indian army. In the 1950's and 1960's, when the majority of Indian Jews immigrated to Israel, a significant number of the Bene Israel remained in India. This was partly because they initially had encountered difficulty gaining recognition as Jews. This situation, however, was later rectified. In the early 19th century, the Bene Israel numbered approximately 6,000, and peaked at 20,000 in 1948.

Jewish merchants from Europe traveled to India in the medieval period for purposes of trade, but it is not clear whether they formed permanent settlements in south Asia. Our first reliable evidence of Jews living in India comes from the early 11th century. It is certain that the first Jewish settlements were centered along the Western Coast. Abraham ibn Daud's 12th century reference to Jews of India is unfortunately vague and we do not have further references to Indian Jews until several centuries later.

The first Jews in Cochin (southern India) were the so-called "Black Jews," who spoke the Malayalam tongue. The "White Jews" settled later, coming to India from western European nations such as Holland and Spain. A notable settlement of Spanish and Portuguese Jews starting in the 15th century was Goa, but this settlement eventually disappeared. In the 17th and 18th centuries, Cochin had an influx of Jewish settlers from the Middle East, North Africa and Spain.

The Jews of Cochin say that they came to Cranganore (south-west coast of India) after the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E. They had, in effect, their own principality for many centuries until a chieftainship dispute broke out between two brothers in the 15th century. The dispute led neighboring princes to dispossess them. In 1524, the Moors, backed by the ruler of Calicut (today called Kozhikode) attacked the Jews of Cranganore on the pretext that they were "tampering" with the pepper trade. Most Jews fled to Cochin and went under the protection of the Hindu Raja there. He granted them a site for their own town that later acquired the name "Jew Town" (by which it is still known). Unfortunately for the Jews of Cochin, the Portuguese occupied Cochin in this same period and indulged in persecution of the Jews until the Dutch displaced them in 1660. The Dutch Protestants were tolerant and the Jews prospered. In 1795 Cochin passed into the British sphere of influence. In the 19th century, Cochin Jews lived in the towns of Cochin, Ernakulam and Parur. Today most of Cochin's Jews have emigrated (principally to Israel). 

Sixteenth and 17th century migrations created important settlements of Jews from Persia, Afghanistan and Characin (Central Asia) in northern India and Kashmir. By the late 18th century, Bombay became the largest Jewish community in India. Bene Israel Jews lived in Bombay, as did Iraqi and Persian Jews.

Near the end of the 18th century, a third group of Indian Jews appears. They are the middle-eastern Jews who came to India through trade. They established a trading network stretching from Aleppo to Baghdad to Basra to Surat/Bombay to Calcutta to Rangoon to Singapore to Hong Kong and eventually as far as Kobe, Japan. There were strong family bonds amongst the traders in all these places. Typical is the founder of the Calcutta community, Shalom Aharon Ovadiah HaCohen. He was born in Aleppo in 1762 and left in 1789. He arrived in Surat in 1792 and established himself there. He traded as far as Zanzibar. In 1798 he moved to Calcutta. In 1805 his nephew, Moses Simon Duek HaCohen, who married his eldest daughter Lunah, joined him. Soon the community was swelled by other traders and Baghdadis outnumbered those from Aleppo. 

The Baghdadi Jews first arrived from Iraq, Syria, and Iran around 1796, fleeing persecution in their native lands. The most prominent Baghdadi Jew was David Sassoon who established the Indian House of Sassoon in 1832 and paved the way for the arrival of many other Iraqi Jews in India. They mainly settled in Bombay and Calcutta. This community was the least assimilated into the native Indian culture and tended to identify with the British rulers of India. In the 1950's and 1960's many of the Baghdadis left for Israel and other countries. 

Under British rule, the Jews of India achieved their maximum population and wealth, and the Calcutta community continued to grow and prosper and trade amongst all the cities of the Far East and to the rest of the world. The Indians were very tolerant and the Jews of Calcutta felt completely at home. Their numbers reached a peak of about 5,000 during World War II when they were swelled by refugees fleeing the Japanese advance into Burma. The first generations of Calcutta Jews spoke Judeo-Arabic at home, but by the 1890s English was the language of choice. After WWII, the rise of Indian nationalism made Jews feel less comfortable because the Indians identified them with the English. India's Jewish population declined dramatically starting in the 1940s with heavy immigration to Israel, England and the United States, where most Indian Jews live today. The Jews who stayed in India live in and around Bombay, particularly in Thane, a suburb 35 kilometers from the city. The remnants of Indian Jewry have come together in recent years to forge a united community. There is very little assimilation or intermarriage, as few Jews interact socially with Hindus or Moslems. 

Community

The central communal organization is the Council of Indian Jewry, which was established in 1978 in Bombay. It replaced the Central Jewish Board, founded during World War II. The Council consists of representatives from the various synagogues and Jewish organizations. There are a variety of other organizations, including the Zionist Association, B'nai B'rith, a Jewish Club in Bombay, Bikur Cholim and two women's associations. 

Religious Life
At its height the community maintained 35 synagogues and prayer halls, but that number has declined to eighteen, the majority of which is in Bombay. While at different periods rabbis served these congregations, there are currently no rabbis officiating at these synagogues. A committee deals with important religious rituals, such as marriage and conversion. Kosher food is available and shechita is performed locally. 

Culture And Education
There are three Jewish schools in Bombay, but over the years the percentage of Jews in their student bodies has dwindled. In the ORT school, for example, less than half the students are Jewish. There are also two small Jewish schools in Calcutta. 

Israel
Since 1992 Israel and India have enjoyed full diplomatic relations. In addition to its embassy in New Delhi, Israel maintains a consulate in Bombay, which has functioned since before the initiation of formal ties between the two countries.
Since 1948, 26,536 Jews from India have immigrated to Israel. 

Sites
India has many sites of Jewish interest, including numerous historic synagogues. Among the most magnificent is the Paradesi Synagogue in Cochin, which houses the copper plates on which the community charter of independence are kept. The synagogue, built in 1568 and reconstructed in 1662, has a clock tower featuring numerals in Roman, Hebrew and Malayalam characters. Another place steeped in history is the Bene Israel cemetery in Navgaon, where it is thought that the original members of Bene Israel were shipwrecked. 

Food
Rabbi David D’Beth Hillel who traveled in the 19th c. in India, described the city of Cochin and listed the foods they ate that he had not seen before: coconut, mangoes, guava, tamarind, coffee, pepper and saffron.  He described the way oil was made from coconut, an activity Jews were engaged in: “The fruit is broken into six or eight pieces which are placed in the sun to dry; the fruit is changed from a delicate white to a brown color and becomes as hard as a stone; the oil is pressed by an oil mill.  It is used for all purposes by the poor classes – for food, for the head and skin and for burning light.” 

The Cochini and Bene Israel Jews had a good relationship with their Hindu and Muslim neighbors and participated in the life of the general community, therefore, their food is closely related to that of the two regions in which they lived, the Kerala and the Konkan, both of which have a particularly delicious aromatic cuisine.  Cochini cooking is southern Indian with coconut milk and grated coconut, a very wide variety of spices, and hot peppers.

Bene Israel cooking is western Indian, Maharastrian, but they also serve their own special dishes.  They add more onion then Hindus, use more tomato and coconut, and use lemon when yogurt might be used by Muslims – to meet the kashrut requirements (the separation of meat and milk).  Their flavoring is blending tamarind, lemon, coconut, cinnamon, cardamom, cumin and read chillies with raw sugar to make a sweet, savory, hot and sour blend.  They also use a lot of coconut and rice.  They eat a lot of fish during the week, and extended the laws of kashrut not eating fish and milk together.  They do not eat beef respecting Hindu customs.

The cooking of Baghdadis is a mixture of Iraqi and Syrian dishes with Indian flavors.  In Bombay there were many meat, especially lamb dishes, but in Calcutta there were no shohet, therefore, they mostly eat chicken (there were shohets at the market for chicken), fish and vegetables, and the servants made Indian breads every day.  They did not eat many desserts, but they eat many sweetmeats, mostly flavored with rose water and cardamom, sending them to each other on trays covered with silk handkerchiefs on Jewish holidays.
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