A HEBREW LETTER OF 1768
By. 8. 8. Koder, Cochin -

Material information about the early settlers among the Jews
of Cochin is provided by the correspondence which Ezechiel Rahabi I
conducted in his capacity as leader of the Jewish Community in
Cochin with his co-religionists abroad. A record of his official com-
mubications not only makes interesting reading, but throws much
light on the state of Jewish communities in this part of the world.

Born in 1694, Ezechiel Rahabi II took over, after the death of
his father David Rahabi, the office of agent to the Dutch East
India Company. The Rahabis enjoyed the confidence of the Dutch
officials as well as that of the Rulers of Cochin. As a merchant
prince much respected by the Dutch Governor-General, he was
held in high repute. In the discharge of his duties as the accredited
leader of the Jewish pecple in Cochin, he maintained correspond -
ence with the outer world on matters affecting them. One of his
letters addressed to Rabbi Thubia Boaz in reply to his question-
naries, and published at Amsterdam by the Hebrew paper
“Measseph™ in 1790, is illuminating. After referring to some
business deal hetween Ezechiel Rahabi and Rabbi Boaz, it sets out
to answer Boaz’s several enquiries. The following are the particn-
lars as furnished by Ezechiel to Rabbi Boaz.

I beg to inform ynur Eminence that we date our arrival here
from the captivity since the Second Temple—May it be rebuilt and
established in our days. In 3828 (68 C.E.)*some ten thousand
Jews, comprising both sexes, Janded on the Malabar Coast and
settled at four centres—Cranganore, Palur, Madai and Polloth.

The majority of them settled at Cranganore which was known

as Mahodayapttanam or Shingly. Cranganore was then ruled by
Cheraman Perumal, and it was he,. known as Lravi Varma, thatin

4139 (379 C. E.) conferred on the Jews certain privileges. These are
engraved on copper pltates, know as Cheppedu. The Jewes lived in
Cranganore for about a thousand years. Their chief was always’
known as Shree Anandan Mapillay, signifing a man like the Moon.
This title was bestowed by Cheraman Peramal. "The copper plates

& 8P98 Hebrew Era. 68 Christian Erea..



_—2

were presented to Joseph Rabban as the representative of the
Jews, whose leader he was. Eventually this King Perumal
distributed his Kingdom in Malabar among eight Kings— his sister’s
sons. I am sending you a translated copy of the copper plates,
from which yon will be able to glean all material details. The
Jews continued to live in Cranganore till the advent of the
Portuguese on the Malabar Coast.

The Portuguese ocoupation of Cranganore brought in its
wake' moech  misery to the Jews, who cousequently were
compelled to' flee to Cochin in 5326 (1566 C. E.) where the
Raja of Cochin extended them hospitality, and alloted them
sites’ for futurs homes and for a Synagogue. These were near
his palace, the objeot being to provide the Jews with immediate
protection. The Synagogue was built in 5328 (1568 C. E.). by
four eminent Jews—<Samuel Castiel, David Belilia, Ephrahim Sala,
and Joseph Levi. The Portuguese continued to ill treat the Jews
in many ways, and not until the Dutch came did they enjoy
freedom from persecution.

The Dutch in their first visit attacked the Portuguese,
and in this they were aided hy the Jewish residents, who
supplied the Datch with all supplies including foodstuffs,
During the Duich occupation a controversy arose between the Raja
of Cochin and the Dutch and the latter murdered the Raja,
and in the sume year were constrained to escape to Cranganore.
‘The departure of the Dutch caused the Portuguese to.return once
again to Cochin, and with the aid of the people of Malabar, they
fell upon the Jews and_ burnt the Jewish settlement in Cocbhin.
This constituted a retaliatory act on the part of the Portuguese for
the role played by -the Jews during the Dutch occupation. In the
following year the Dutch again appeared in Cochin and succeeded
in taking the Fort. This was a signal for the Jews to return from
thair hiding places to their homes. When the Fort was
surrendered and its key handed over to Admiral Van Gose, Shemtob
Castial, the leader of the Jewish community, was present with hin.
This family has unfortunately become extinotin Cochin. The small
Jewish population increased by additional immigrants who came
from Germany, Turkey and Yemen; my venerable father David
Rahabi came from Alleppo. At present there are 40 families with
one Synagogue in Cochin and they live quite happily among the
people of Malabar under the protection of the-Datebh. Since the
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past twenty years Malabar bas been under the rule of the: Raja of
Travancore. Our masters, the Hollanders, were compelled to accept
this. I do not wunt to express my thoughts as fo why this dlsgra(‘e-
ful step was taken by our masters— the Hollanders.

With regard to your second question as to whether there e:gizs‘t
other congregations besidea us, I beg to inform you that we, who
are known as White Jews, number some forty families with one
Synagogue. There is no other White Jewish colony in Malabar,
bnt there are colonies of .Black Jews at six centres. ..In Cochin.
there are 150 families of these people with three Synagogues! In.
Anjikaimal, just opposite Cochin, there are 100 families with two.
Synagogues. Five parsang? further north is the .city of Parmr.
where there are one hundred families and a large Synagoguye,
Five parsangs further north is Shenoth where thare are fifty
families with one Synagogue. Two parsang from Shenoth 'lies
Mala where there are fifty families and one Synagogue - While
further south is situated the city of Muttam where there are thirty
farmilies and one Synagogue, and in Thirtur® there are .forty
families with one Sy nagogue. :

As regards your third query regarding the two groups of Jews,
I beg to inform your Wminence that we, who are known as White
Jews, were among those who came from the Holy Land. ——May it
be soon rebuilt and established in our days. The Black Jews wefe
the converts from the .natives and had been manumitted. Their
laws, regulations and prayers-are the same as ours, but there is no
inter- marriage amongst these twn groups, and we keep ourselves
apart from thein. All the slaves we bought joined them after
manuamission, as a result of which they now form the majority.
By the grace of God they are under our control, recognising oar lead
and submittiog all their religious controversies to us for a settle-
ment. There are however some differences in observing our
religion and traditions. They dress like the people of the country
and the majority dn not psy heed to the laws of Phylacteries, the
Mezuza and the redemption of the first born 4.

In reply to your fourth enquiry where you have raised the
subject of our castoms, form of prayers, ele, I beg to inform your

At present there are only two Synagogues,

A Parseng was not quite 3 miles, and a2 day’s journey was 18 Parsang,
There are uo Jews and Synagogues here at present,

All these laws are observed now.

l“t:ﬁnn
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Euninence that we follow nainly the Sephardic' rite. We bave
also adopted some Ashkenazy ° forms, By reason of the fact that
we are living outside the Holy Land, we observe two days of the
Jewish festivals, On the teastsof Chenuka and Purim we indulge
in greater rejoicing than any other community. This merry
making commences from the first of Adar and continues for over
two weeks rill the sixteenth of that month, after which date we
commence 10 make preparations for the Passover,

Regarding your f.fth query about the Talmud and other works,
I beg to inform your Enmiinence that we have copies of the Baby-
lonian Talmud, which have been supplied from Amsterdam and
Venesia. We have not s>en copies of the Jerusalem Talmod with
the exception of Extracts from En Yakob, We possess philo-
sophioal and other works, both old and new.

As regards your next query regarding the hook we consult, 1
beg to inform your Eminence that our authority for all decisions
iz based on the work Beth Joseph of Shulchan Aruch, Some of our
decisions are according to the rulings of Rahbi Moses Isserles.

Regarding {he Schools we maintain, I beg to inforin your
Eminence that we have a few schools, the teachers of which are
maintainad by the Community. The students, after familiarising
themselves with the Halachah 7 and Rashi, ® proceed to the study of
the Talmud under the guidance of the Minister of the Congregation.
Classes are conducted as well by competent teachers on Sabbath
and other convenient days.

On the subject of Jews in China, I may state that it is revealed
{0 us by trustworty people that in Tartary there are learned Jews
but they are all heretics. Almighty alone knows whether this

1= true,

Regarding your query whether there are Jews in Tibet, 1 beg
to inform your Eminene that this place is unknown to us, but
Jews known as Bene Israels are found in Vijayapore in India.

5. Sephardin is the term applied to the Jews of Spain and Portugal,

6, Ashkenazy refers to the Jews in Germany aad Eastern Europe.

7. Halachah—a legal formula indicating a rule of conduct¢ prescribed by the
Oral Law,

8 A work by a Talmudic scbolar and Hebrew writer,
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These people are distributed all over the Maharatta province, living
under the Moguls, \They live in tents. They own oil presses. Some

. of them are soldiers, They ‘know nothing ae regardx their faith
except to recite the Shema and rest on the Sabbath, - We had sent
several teachers to them to improve their religious knowledge, ‘but

. tonoavail. One member of their community had come to Cochin
and remained here for four years. After mastering our laws and
regulations he went back to Bombay and we understand that he
has now become their teacher. 1t is learned that they number
10000 souls,

Regarding your question about the tem tribes, [ may inforin

your Eminence thay we ure situated at one extremity of Asia, that

- is near Cape Comorin, which is forty parsang from here. We
know nothing about the lost ten tribes.

In the matter of manusacripts, I beg to inform your Eminence
that we possessed very old records of poetry, hywns and sicence but
these have been destroyed by age. 1 shall send you whatever
remnants [ cao find. 1 also beg to inform you that many Jews
are found in Yemen. Some of them are in Moka which is eight
days journey frem Saana, the capital. Here therears 1000 families
with seventeen Synsgogues, Many saints and Cabbalists are found
amidst them. They are all under the rule ot the Arabs and are
forbidden to wear turbans. Their present King is a cruel ruler.
He had decreed that they must not build Synagogues and houses
higher than Mosques and surrounding Muslim habitation unless by
special sanction. Kight Synagogu=s and a score of houses were
razed to the ground, while the venergble Rabbi Shalom Arakie was
imiprisoned to extract from him a huge ransom. He was released
after having been imprisoned for ten months. Nevertheless,
permiseion to rebuild the destroyed Synagogues and houses is still
witheld,

Saada is a spot some twelve parsang from Saana. Here the
Jews live on three mountains The community consists of 150
families with five Synagogues, a second group consists of 100
families and three Sgnagogues, while the third unit possesses an
equal number of Sy nagogues for eighty families. These Jews dress
like Arabs and are not persecuted. There are learned men amoong
them including Rabbis. These inhabitants are men of small



means, mostly of the labouring class, and are under the King of Bed-
ouins, whose dominion extends over the territory covered by these
three mountains. There are cities on the cuast—Saar and Naamen,
which lie about a day’s journey by sea from Muscat. These
also come under the jurisdiction of the Bedouins and the Jews
living: here are immune from persecution., They are all poor.
These countries are close to Basra and Persia.

As you bhave informed me regarding your family, T also desire
to give particulars about mine, for God has blessed me with children
My first born is Elia_May God guard and save bis soul. My
second son is Moses~~May God guard and save him, while my
third son is David=May God guard and protect him. I have one
daughter, Ksther. They are blessed with children and grand-

children. May God guard then for ever.

I am too old to serve you. I take leave of you by bowing my
head and kissing your hand. May God bless you, These are the
words of one who has great regard for you and who is willing to

serve you all  his life,
Cochin  25th Thishri 5528 (1768) Ezechiel Rahabi,



