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to the synagogue there is a memorial to the seven synagogues of the
Malabari Jews active in Cochin before the emigration to Israel to remind

future generations of their history.

Today, at the beginning of the 21st century, very few Jews remain in
Cochin and they can be counted on the fingers of one hand. There is
hardly a minyan (quorum of ten Jews) and only two synagogues are
active. One is the Theckoombagam in Ernakulam which is well-preserved
thanks to a local Jewish family, although the Holy Ark and the bima
(dais) have been removed and taken to Israel. New ones were built in
their place, but services are held only on festivals. However the Paradesi
with all its contents is carefully preserved and there are services there
every Sabbath.

Since there are so few Jews left in Cochin, all the Jews without exception
meet every Sabbath in the Paradesi synagogue and pray together. The
community is united and all the ethnic barriers which existed in the past
have fallen. The members take part in one another's ceremonies and try

to preserve what is left of the once glorious community.
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of the Malabaris who prayed in that synagogue had gradually moved over
to their community. Those of the Malabaris who were left were strongly
opposed to the transfer of the synagogue to the Paradesis due to the age-
old dispute between them, and therefore destroyed the building. This
dispute resulted in the unfortunate and unnecessary loss of this historic
site. Later one of the Paradesis bought the ruins of the building from the

Kerala authorities and added insult to injury by building a house there.

The ancient cemetery in Mattancheri was also destroyed except for the
grave of the Kabbalist Rabbi Nehemia Muta. Since there was no-one
left to take care of the site after the Malabaris had left for Israel, the local
people broke into the cemetery, dismantled the graves and built houses
there. As a result the gravestones which formed an important cultural
and architectural monument disappeared and the descendants of the
Meyuhasim Jews who had lived in Mattancheri lost an important resource

for tracing the origin of their family names.

On the 400th anniversary of the founding of the Paradesi synagogue in
1968, there was an official ceremony in Cochin attended by the Prime
Minister of India, Mrs Indira Gandhi, and other important personalities.
There was widespread media interest in this event and the Indian postal

service issued a special commemorative stamp.

In 1975 the Holy Ark and all its contents and the Torah scrolls were
brought from various synagogues in Cochin to a synagogue in Moshav
Nebatim in the Negev which was consecrated in a ceremony attended by
many important people. The synagogue in Nebatim is a copy of the
interior of the Kadavumbagam synagogue in Ernakulam. At the entrance
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establishment of the State of Israel most of the Malabari Jews, who
numbered 2,400, about 90% of the Cochin Jews, immigrated to Israel,
unlike the Paradesis who preferred to stay in India. The Malabaris who
made a great sacrifice by immigrating to Israel were also required to
pay the costs of their immigration®’. Even after they had paid, the Israeli
authorities placed obstacles in their way and were reluctant to bring them
to Israel for various reasons, particularly considerations of health. The
delays continued until 1962, with the arival of the last members of the
community, who had previously been refused entry. During this period
the community still in Cochin maintained warm relations with Israel. In
November 1959 a football tournament was held in Cochin in which a
team from Israel took part. There was great excitement in the local
community, particularly when the Israeli team won. The Israeli daily
"Ma'ariv" wrote a particularly long report about the hospitality given to
the team by the community who gave each player a cup and held a party
attended by many members of the community. "Davar" gave a short
description of the Jews who supported the team but did not mention the
presentation of the cups or the party. "Al HaMishmar" contained no report

except for the fact that the team had won the competition.

After the immigration of the Jews to Israel, the active synagogues were
abandoned, and the oldest of them, the Theckoombagam in Mattancheri,
was taken apart and completely destroyed by the Malabari Meyuhasim.
This was the result of an attempt by the Paradesis to take over the
synagogue, based on two claims; firstly that most of the Malabaris had

left the town and gone to Israel, secondly that from the beginning some

27 Only the Cochin Jews, of all the communities brought to Israel, were required to
pay the costs of their immigration.
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tablets from the Malabari Meyuhasim. They used to show the tablets to
visitors and to present themselves as the authentic Jews of Malabar and
the Meyuhasim as blacks and recently converted slaves, who now called
themselves Meyuhasim. The Malabaris had no spokesmen who could
present their origins and tradition, and this led to ignorance about them
among their neighbours and sometimes among members of the
community themselves. For example, the Malabaris did not know about
one of the first members of their community, the exile from Spain Ya'acov
Yosef Kastiel who built the synagogue in Parur. As a result of the disputes
between the two parts of the community Rabbi Haim Ya'acov Hacohen
was invited to make peace between them, and visited Cochin in 1887 as

described above.

At the end of the 19th century Rabbi Abba Yitzhak Yaffe from Poland
arrived in Ernakulam and founded a yeshiva where Torah and the Talmud
were studied. A tablet to his memory was put up in the room where

meetings were held in the Kadavumbagam synagogue, stating:

"The Rock whose work is perfect. To mark the memory of a God-fearing
man, the holy man of noble family from Poland, who appeared in
Ernakulam and taught Torah to many with enormous casuistry, as Rabbi
Abba Yitzhak Yaffe son of Rabbi Arye Leib Yaffe, called to the heavenly

courts on the 12" of Adar 5650, may he rest in honour."

Children in the community were called Abba in his memory.

When the Zionist movement was founded, headed by Dr. Theodore Herzl,
at the end of the 19" century, news of these events reached India and the
Jews of Cochin in particular and they became extremely excited. The

Cochin Jews collected money for the Zionist movement. With the
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Mercy to be Opened", by Rabbi Yehuda ben Shmuel Ibn Abbas, on both
days of the New Year, and this custom had spread from there to the other
Sephardic communities.” As a result of the Baghdadis' refusal to adopt
his proposal, Yehezkel Rahabi retracted and the Paradesis followed the
custom of Baghdad.

Rahabi was known as a wealthy man and a leading member of the Cochin
Jewish community with connections with the rest of the Jewish world,
particularly with the Jews of the Yemen and Baghad. He contributed
financial support to the yeshivot in the Yemen. He had a printing press®
and sent printed books to the Yemen. His son David Rahabi wrote a
small book called "Ohel David"*® which was published in Amsterdam in
1691. After his father's death he took his place as head of the community

in Cochin.

The Paradesis later claimed that they were the first Jews to reach Malabar
and the descendants of Yosef Rabban, since they had purchased the copper

24  Rabbi Yehuda ibn Abbas (abu Albaka Yihye) who lived and worked in the 12
century in the communities of Baghdad and Aram-Zuba (Aleppo) was born in
Fez in Morocco and fled to Babylon with his son Shmuel, where he composed
his poetry. Ibn Abbas was a great poet and an associate of Rabbi Yehuda Halevi.
The traditional version found in the prayerbooks that the poem was composed by
three brothers, Abbas, Yehuda and Shmuel is based on the fact that Abbas signed
his poems with different acrosties, mainly Abbas, and until he wrote this
poem,which mentions all three names, he was largely unknown. The editor of
the Sephardi Mahzor in Italy thought it necessary to record this story about the
three brothers. It should be noted that Abbas' son Shmuel converted to Islam, and
Abbas linked this tragic event with the biblical story of the binding of Isaac. See
Dr. Shimon Bernstein, American Jewish Yearbook, Volumes 8-9, 1947 pp
390-404.

25 It should be mentioned that the presses which existed in Cochin and Parur have
been lost, but a small number of books printed in Parur, of poor quality, have
survived. Outside Cochin books were published in Bombay according to the
custom of Shingali (Cochin) including the "Huppat Hattanim".

26 A book dealing with the calendar and astronomy.
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emissary Rabbi HalLevi from Hebron, that the freed servants were to be
considered full converts in the eyes of the law. "Thus they are included
in the commandment written in the Torah to honour the convert and
from this date on (the 8" of Adar 5612, 1852) you are to accept them
with love etc. And they are full Jews and any of them may marry a Jewish
woman, even the daughter of a High Priest." His ruling was known
throughout the Diaspora and was specially published in the pamphlet
"Mashbit Milhammoth"* written by the emissary from Safed Rabbi Haim
Ya'acov Hacohen Feinstein who visited Cochin in 1887 and was known

as the founder of the colony of Rosh Pina in Eretz Yisrael.

The Paradesis were an extremely wealthy community and had extensive
ties with the Jews of the Diaspora. One of the rich and well-known
members was Yehezkel Rahabi (1646-1725). Rahabi tried to improve
relations with the Malabar Meyuchasim community in order to publicise
the poems of Rabbi Nehemia ben Abraham Muta who was a Kabbalist
in the Meyuhas Malabari community. Rabbi Nehemia arrived in India
from Aden in the 16" century, settled in Mattancheri and is buried there.
Rahabi also tried to bring the Kabbalist's poetry to the notice of Jews all
over the world, particularly the piyyut "Terrible One to whom belong
Rule and Power," which is still said by the Malabar Jews today on the
second day of the New Year before the blowing of the shofar. On the first
day they used to say the piyyut "Time for the Gates of Mercy to be

Opened" as in all of the Sephardic communities.

Rahabi sent messengers to Baghdad but found little enthusiasm for his

idea, since in Baghdad it was customary to recite "Time for the Gates of

23  See Raffalovitch p. 11.
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to these holdings to yunmas.* And no-one may challenge this. Given at
the palace of Sharikal Quillgum in the year 886 in the reckoning of
Malabar.”'"

The new immigrants, who spoke different languages and amounted to
no more than a few dozen?, at first belonged to the Theckoombagam
synagogue in Mattancheri. Later a quarrel broke out whose background
is unclear, but which may have been over ethnic differences. The
newcomers left and founded a synagogue of their own. Some of the
Malabar Jews who had intermarried with them also joined the new
synagogue which they built in 1568 and which was later called the
Paradesi which means "foreigner" in Malayalam.

The Paradesis, who were mostly European in their appearance, were not
at all like the Malabar Meyuhasim and called them pejorative names
such as "blacks" and "slaves". There was no intermarriage between these
groups, they did not participate in each other's ceremonies and in fact
boycotted one another. A small number of servants (some 5% of the

community) who worked for the Malabar Jews converted to Judaism.

There was a similar phenomenon among the Paradesis. The members of
the community would not intermarry with the converts. They ignored
the ruling of the Sephardi Chief Rabbi Raphael Meir Panigel (author of
the "Healing Heart") which was based on the ruling of the Marikash

(Rabbi Ya'acov Castro) and was given to the community in India by the

20  Yunmas means communities.
21 The year 1711.

22 In 1839 a census was taken and they numbered 183 out of a total of 1039 Jews in
Malabar. See Raffalovitch p. 23.
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There were also improved contacts with other Jews in the Diaspora. As
a result Jews from many countries, particularly seafarers seamen and
merchants from Holland, Poland, Aden, Baghdad etc. moved to Cochin
and joined the local community. Over time this resulted in rifts within

the community and widening gaps between rich and poor.

The first Jews who came to Malabar were already divided into two groups:
those with aristocratic lineage (Meyuhasim) and the ordinary families
(non-Meyuhasim). Rabbi Ya'acov Castro'® who was a contemporary of
Rabbi Yosef Karo, the author of the "Beit Yosef", mentions this in his
article. After the destruction of the Cranganore community the
Meyuhasim joined those who had been in Kachangadi and joined the
Theckoombagam synagogue in Mattancheri. The non-Meyuhasim®
mostly joined the Kadavumbagam synagogue in Cochin. In time the

two communities intermingled and the barriers between them broke down.

The governor of Ernakulam near Cochin granted privileges to both the

local communities in 1711, in the following words:

"By powers of our government we hereby grant to the sixty four Jews of
Neiker Kadwe free use of the estates close to Ramantora in the east,
Lavakvater in the west and the northern estates from Adikato Paramko

south and the estate of Mullushuklam to the north and the land belonging

18  See his book of responsa "Ohlei Ya'acov" p. 99.

19 It is possible that the Paradesis called the members of this synagogue non-
meyuhasim at the time when the Paradesis broke away from the Theckoombagam
synagogue. In order to build their synagogue they needed water to mix the cement.
The Paradesis went to the Kadavumbagam synagogue which had a well of pure
water in the courtyard, but the members of the synagogue refused to let them use
it. The Paradesis then brought bamboo containing water to continue the work.
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In 1687 news about the Jews of Cochin reached Amsterdam' for the
first time and great excitement was aroused among the Dutch Jews when
headlines about them appeared in the Jewish press. One of the editors of
this Jewish press, Uri Feibush Halevy, the editor of the Yiddish newspaper
"Kurantin", issued a number of special news pamphlets about the Jews
of Cochin. He also published a pamphlet in Portuguese. A Spanish
version of their story was also produced, and soon afterwards another
Yiddish version appeared in Prague. The two editions, from Amsterdam
and from Prague, describe how news of Shabtai Zvi reached the Jews of
Cochin'®. The editor David Tersch who replaced Feibush as the editor of
"Kurantin" also published a headline in the newspaper about the discovery

of the Jews of Cochin.

The Jews of Holland gave the Jews of Cochin a great deal of help. In
1690, on the 15th of Av 5450' a consignment of Torah scrolls from
Holland arrived in Cochin, and the occasion was celebrated with great
festivities by the local Jews, since their scrolls from Cranganore had
been burned by the Portuguese. They also ordered books to be published
in Amsterdam and a daily prayerbook "Seder Tefillot" was published
there in 5517 (1757). A second edition was published by the Propes
press in Amsterdam in 5529 (1769). Later it was republished as "Huppat
Hatanim", published in Livorno at the press of the brothers Moses and
Israel Faluji and Shlomo Belforte in 5609 (1849).

15 See "Reshit Ha-Itonut Ha-Yehudit be-Holand" (The Beginnings of Jewish
Journalism in Holland) by Ya'acov Toury.

16  However the Amsterdam version was unfavourable to Shabtai Zvi while the Prague
one was sympathetic to him.

17 T'uBe'Av was a special festival for the Jews of Cochin as well as being a festival
for lovers wishing to marry.
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more estates in Mattancheri, as a sign of appreciation of their loyalty in
the war against the Portuguese. This area is also called Jews' town, to the
east of Cochin. The two synagogues which were built there were called
after the two synagogues which were destroyed in Cranganore'’:
Theckoombagam meaning the south side of the river, and Kadavumbagam

the north side of the river which ran through Cranganore.

Two synagogues with the same names were also built in Ernakulam, and
it is said that the Jews leaving Cranganore wept and lamented that

"destruction like the fall of Jerusalem had come upon them."

The religious persecution and sufferings of the Jews continued throughout

the Portuguese period, until the Dutch conquest.

The Dutch conquerors were assisted by the Jews'4, and after the removal
of the Portuguese yoke many Jews gradually returned to Kachangadi in
Cochin. Eventually there were eight active synagogues, three in the city
of Cochin, Mattancheri, two in the suburbs of Ernakulam and one each

in the villages of Mallah, Parur and Chennamangalam.

13 The traveler DaCosta asked the local Jews (according to Raffalovitch) which
synagogue was the oldest of those in the east of Cochin.They replied that the
synagogue of Kachangadi was built in 5105 (1444). The Theckoombagam
synagogue was built in 5336 (1576). the Kadavumbagam synagogue in 5400
(1640) and the Paradesi in 5427 (1667). DaCosta found the gravestone in
Chennamangalam with the date of 1581 in the reckoning of shtarot, but reckoned
it as 5130 instead of 5030 since the creation. As a result he was a hundred years
out in his calculations, and I have corrected all the dates appearing in inscriptions
according to the reckoning of shtarot Thus the order is the Kachangadi synagogue
built in 1344, the Theckoombagam in 1476, the Kadavumbagam in 1540 and the
Paradesi in 1568.

14 A story is told about a young Jew who climbed up and stole a bell from the
palace of the Portuguese governor. The bell was apparenty used as an alarum
against the enemy and thus the Portuguese were taken by surprise. This story
may have a foundation in the fact that the Jews were known as "manikalan"
which means bell-stealers in the Malayalam language.
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Kachangadi suffered a similar fate. The Portuguese did not spare the
local Jews and destroyed the Jewish street and the synagogue and burned
all the books there. It is said that these included the famous history "Sefer
Ha-Yashar", which contained a description of all the events and wars
since the Jews had come to Malabar and of their family lineage. The
Jews fled to other parts of the district not under Portuguese rule and

settled in Chennamangalam and Parur.

Chennamangalam was close to Cranganore. In 1614 a synagogue was
built there and near the entrance an ancient gravestone was set up which

still stands there, a relic of Cranganore. It says:

"Blessed be the true Judge, the Rock whose works are perfect. This is
the grave of Sarah daughter of Israel, may the Almighty give her rest in
the garden of Eden, in the year of 1581 according to the reckoning of
shtarot'!, on the 23" of the month of Kislev".

Not far away the town of Parur is found. A synagogue was built in Parur
in 1621 by Ya'acov Kastiel, a descendant of Jews who left Spain after the
Expulsion and reached India. He dedicated the synagogue to his father
David, as stated in an engraved stone tablet found at the entrance to the

synagogue, which also gives the date'

The destruction of Cranganore was a tragedy felt for many generations.

When the Jews returned to Kachangadi, the local governor gave them

11 The year 5030, 1269 CE.
12 This text is also a piyyut (hymn) which the local Jews used to recite before the

last Kaddish in the Shacharit (morning) service of the seventh day of Passover.
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In 1341 a great flood changed the outline of the coast and closed the
outlet of the flourishing port of Cranganore. Cochin became the main
commercial port. Since the main occupation of the Jews was trade, in
order not to harm their livelihood the authorities gave them land for
building homes and for agriculture® outside Cranganore to the east of
Cochin in a place known as Kachangadi® and a synagogue was built
there in 1344. A sign was placed on the building'® with an inscription
giving the date. Later the authorities also granted them land in Mattancheri
near Kachangadi, and further privileges, including exemption from taxes

and city dues, etc.

The situation changed in 1500 with the arrival of the Portuguese led by
Admiral Cabral in the area. (It should be mentioned that in 1497 the
Portuguese seafarer Vasco da Gama had discovered the coast of Malabar,
and he later returned to India and died there). After a siege and a prolonged

struggle, in 1524 the Portuguese conquered Cranganore.

The Portuguese, who hated and persecuted the Jews, brought about the
destruction of the community through forced conversion and missionizing
and burned the exisiting synagogues in Cranganore. In this fire most of
the manuscripts preserved by the Jews since their arrival in the area were
burnt. The Jews did not return to Cranganore and the ruins hid the remains
of this ancient Jewish community. The Portuguese also destroyed the
local Jewish cemetery with its ancient gravestones and all memory of

the Jewish community was lost.

8 The Jews leased the land to sharecroppers, and the head of the community gave
money from the profits to the poor twice a year, at Passover and New Year. Since
there were quarrels it was decided to give to all of the community.

9  The word Kachangadi in the Malayalam language derives from "kacha" a Jew,
Jews, "angadi", street.

10 It is now in the Paradesi synagogue.



We grant from this day forward to the respected Yoseph Rabban and
give him as a gift the land of Anjuvannam (Cranganore) and also the
right to shoot from the great cannon and to use music and cymbals,
trumpets and shofars and the right to walk on spread out white clothes
and to carry before him torches in daylight, and to use the round parasol,
and to beat the elephant drum, and to use garlands of flowers before the

bride and groom and to carry branches and march through the streets.

We also grant him the right of exemption from taxes and city dues, and
land to build seventy two houses and a large site for commerce, free of
all taxes and dues and to head all of the Jewish community and the
synagogues in the lands of our government. All these rights are given to
Yoseph Rabban owner of Anjuvannam, to his sons and his sons' sons, to
his sons in law and daughters in law and to all members of his family for

ever, while the moon shines in the sky.
These things are recorded on a copper tablet.

Written and signed in front of witnesses:

[-]

(Names of five provincial governors and the governor's bodyguard)
Written on a copper tablet in the ancient Tamil language by [-].
Cranganore was an important port for the spice trade, and the Jews played
an important part in economic life and commerce, assisted the government
and contributed to the welfare of all the local people. As a result and
thanks to their loyalty to the government the Jews enjoyed comfort and

prosperity’.

7  There are also accounts by travelers who visited India such as the writer Hamilton
who was in Malabar in 1210 and described the prosperity of the local Jews. His
contemporary Benjamin of Tudela gave a similar account.



also published in his book "Sefer Hodu". An example is the manuscript
of Avraham ben Yajo from Tunisia, dating from the 1220s. Ben Yajo
went to India and apparently settled in Mangalore®, a port not far from
present-day Cochin. There he wrote a document of manumission for his
beloved slave Ashu and took her as his wife’, giving her the Hebrew
name of Bracha bat Avraham. A son and a daughter were born to the

happy (and wealthy) couple, who later left India and settled in Egypt.

Thus it is agreed by most scholars that the first communities consisted of
merchants who probably reached Cochin in the 10" century CE. Evidence
is provided by two copper tablets® which are still held by the Jews of
Cochin. The tablets were presented by Sharman Piromil, the governor of
the state of Malabar (known in the local Jewish literature as Shinkali) to
the head of the community Yoseph Rabban, in recognition of their loyalty.
The text of the tablet, as given by DaCosta, appears below.

We grant from our government palace in Muyirikkodu in the thirty sixth
year of our life and in the second year of our rule and for hundreds of years

after us.

4 Mangalore sounds like Kundgalore which is equivalent in the local language, as
in that of the Jews, to Cranganore.

For this ceremony he needed witnesses, so apparently other Jews also lived there.

6  The scholar and traveller DaCosta questioned the local Jews in his article in the
"Indian Church Quarterly Review" 1893, as quoted by Samuel Raffalovitch in
his "Kadmoniyyot Ha Yehudim be-Malabar (Antiquities of the Jews in Malabar)",
1901. They stated that the rights granted to Yoseph Rabban were recorded on one
copper tablet, on both sides. When asked if the Jews still had the original tablet
they replied that they no longer had it, since the original had been removed and
deposited in the storerooms of the scholar's town of Cambridge in England. Three
copies of the original tablet were made and given to the heads of the Jewish
communities.



The History of the Jews in Cochin

The origins of the Jewish settlement in Cochin,' a district in the state of
Kerala in India, are unclear. As early as Talmudic times there is evidence
that Jews had reached India during the reign of Firuz who ruled Babylon
between 459 and 483, the son of Yezdegerd (440-457). The Talmud
describes Firuz as "Rasshiya" (the wicked).?

During the reign of King Kavadh (485-498) the Jews of Babylon took
partin arevoltin 486, known as "the year of the destruction of the world."
As aresult many Jews emigrated to the Arabian peninsula, the Caucasus

and India. Very few seem to have gone to India, and their fate is unknown.

A number of scholars have made the suggestion that Jews had already
reached India in the period of Hosea ben Aleh, when the Ten Tribes were
exiled by King Shalmanezzer, the King of Assyria who destroyed the
Northern Kingdom of Israel. These suggestions are unfounded. No proofs
such as documents or archaeological evidence have been discovered.

In the Cairo Geniza, found in the attic of the Ben-Ezra synagogue,
manuscripts were found written by Jewish merchants who stayed in India
during the Middle Ages. They are described in an article by Professor
Shlomo Dov Goitein which appeared in the journal "HaDoar",’ and was

| Formerly known as Pirum Padpu after the Parumpadu dynasty which transferred
the capital to Cochin in 1405. It is south of Cranganore.

2 Rasshiya — rasha, a word also used by the Jews of Cochin.

3 Meah Shana Le-Geniza Shel Kahir (One Hundred Years Since the Discovery of
the Cairo Geniza) "HaDoar", journal of the Hebrew Association of America,
Volume 5, 24 Tevet 5757 (1997).



Introduction

For ever twenty five years I have been studying the Cochin Jewish
community. During this time I have collected material from different
sources, interviewed many people, written down the memoirs of the elders
of the community, heard folk stories and collected documents and books.
I felt it was important to preserve the heritage of prayer and folklore
which played an important part in the life of the Jewish community in
Cochin. The highlight of this activity was the visit which I made to
discover my roots in Cochin in 1999. During this visit I had an opportunity
to see the remains of the community, to meet the few remaining members
and especially to gain an impression of the synagogues which stand there,
empty and abandoned. I also visited the Jewish cemeteries, including
one which has been wiped off the face of the earth. In this cemetery I
had hoped to find the graves of my ancestors. I visited not only Cochin
but also the other sites where Jews had lived, such as Mallah, Parur,
Chennamangalam and Ernakulam. This booklet is thus a summary of all

the findings of my research.

Eliyahu Barmouth
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Dedicated to the memory of My Father
Avraham Shimon Chai Barmouth z"1
and His Brothers

Eliyhahu Rahamim Barmouth

and

Yitzhak Nissim Barmouth z"1
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