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patronage and protection to the Paradesi Jews but also by assigning certain special
politico—economic roles to the latter that eventually kept their position over and
above that of the Black Jews in the social ladder. The commercial expertise of some
J of these Paradesi Jews was also made use of for carrying out the trading activities of
the king of Cochin. Thus, for example, in the beginning of the seventeenth century
with the increasing accumulation of wealth, the king of Cochin began to invest
'J sizeable wealth and utilize the commercial expertise of the Jewish traders along with
some Muslim merchants, to transship commodities to Mecca and other Ottoman

;Vf ports in the Red Sea.''! The king of Cochin had by this time emerged as a key
@ personality in Malabar politics with huge wealth amassed by way of customs duty
s (about 60,000 to 80.000 pardaos per year)."? In the process of his political
e assertions, the king of Cochin depended upon the advice of Paradesi Jews such as

04 David Levi and Samuel Castiel, whom he appointed as his councilors at different time
phases. Meanwhile, the Paradesi Jews, because of their closeness to the power

22 center and with their representatives acting as mudaliars, carved out sizeable power
and prestige positions in the Jewish community of Cochin, a development that
ie intensified the process of social stratification within the Jewish community by
g keeping the White Jews at the top and the Black Jews on the bottom.
Meanwhile the presence of the Dutch in the Indian waters in the initial
&l decades of the seventeenth century emboldened the Jews of Cochin to connect with
Qf the anti-Portuguese forces operating in the Indian Ocean region. From the end of the
i fifteenth century onward, when most of the expelled Iberian Jews moved to Antwerp
fid and Low countries, where they played a vital role in the development of commercial
of capitalism, the Dutch were viewed as a philosemitic nation. It seems that the Dutch
_ely visited Cochin at the invitation of Perumpadappu king in 1618 and the consequent
he talks for an alliance between the Dutch and the king of Cochin was facilitated by the
uld paradesi Jews of Mattancherry, particularly under the leadership of the Levi family,
'aC; which acted as an intermediary interacting with both the parties.'”” In 1619, the
’ Of king of Cochin made David Levi, a member of the Paradesi Jewish family of Levi from
° Mattancherry mudafiar and his ambassador. It seems that this development took
?\W place as a sequel to a Dutch visit in 1618 probably to cement the newly forged ties
KhiEs with the Dutch.'" Immediately after the occupation of Cochin in 1663, the Dutch
)rce preferred to have a memberfrom the Levi family as mudaliar and the elevation of
SWS David Levi to the charge of mudaliar'™ is suggestive of their earlier links, which
ISt must have started in the second decade of the seventeenth century.
Hsh In the second half of the 1620s Samuel Castiel was made the principal
3r_1d councilor and interpreter to the king of Cochin, a political development that also
cial accelerated the process of upward mobility of Paradesi Jews in the social ladder.
g€ Taking his advice, the king of Cochin started looking into the prospects of forging
1 Ia economic ties with new allies and partners. The king of Cochin entered into
fis diplomatic contacts with the Sultan of Aceh, Iskandar Muda, whose ambassador was
warmly received by the former in 1627.""® Samuel Castiel's authority was also
traceable in the capture of the island of Bendure (Venduruthi) in 1629 from the
Portuguese. Though it had been previously granted to D. Gaspar de Azevedo by an
s of earlier king of Cochin, the incumbent ruler of Cochin under the influence of Samuel
1ers Castiel captured the island from the Portuguese and added it to his kingdom.""” Thus
heir we find that while extending patronage, the very ruler of Cochin himself was, to a
Hall certain extent, being influenced with regard to the course of his commercial and
AL political policies by the advice of the Paradesi Jewish traders.
g of During the period between 1642 and 1643 there was acute tension between

ding the Portuguese and the Paradesi Jewish leader, Samuel Castiel, who was then acting
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as councilor and interpreter for the king of Cochin. The destruction of many statues
including those of St. Mary as well as St. Antony and the conversion of a cross into a
ladder in Cochin by Patare Regedor mor (the chief officer of the king of Cochin) was
linked by the Portuguese to the instigation of Samuel Castiel. In fact, these
developments took place as retaliation for the murder of a royal officer (regedor) of
the king of Cochin by the Portuguese in 1630.""® However, in the midst of fierce
tension. the Portuguese killed Samuel Castiel in 1643,719 a fact that makes us think
that the Portuguese suspected him of being the principal instigator of tensions and
problems. He must have been selected as the main target of attack because of his
role as interpreter and translator, which gave him many opportunities to manipulate
things against the Portuguese and to instill anti-Portuguese feelings into the king of
Cochin.

However, in the same decade we find many foreign Jews still migrating to the
native city of Cochin, where the paradesi Jews were increasingly favored by the local
ruler, to take part in its trading activities. One of the most prominent among them
was the Syrian Jewish family of Rahabi, which settled down in Mattancherry in 1646
and from which Ezechiel Rahabi, the great Jewish merchant of the mid—eighteenth
century, emerged.'”

The Company Trade of the Dutch and the Jewish Mercantile

Collaboration

Kerala was, in fact, on the periphery of Dutch commercial and political activities,
distanced very much away from the core center of Batavia. This fact necessitated the
Dutch to seek the collaboration of several local traders with substantial capital for
the purpose of conducting their trade in Kerala.'?' Jews formed one of the most
important merchant communities that took part in the trade of the Dutch East India
Ccompany, and whose multiple commercial outlets enabled the former to promote
their private initiatives and entrepreneurial ingenuity. The Dutch, in fact, were looked
upon as a philosemitic group. Various Cochin Jewish merchants showed great
interest in collaborating with them. Ezechiel Rahabi, a descendant of the Syrian Jew
who settled down in Cochin in 1646, was made the first merchant of the Vereenigde
Oost Indische Compagnie (VvOC) in the mid—eighteenth century. lIsaac Surgun was
the principal Jewish trader of Calicut in the eighteenth century.'*

Adrian Moens writes in his memoir that Ezechiel Rahabi was the only
merchant in Cochin with the title of Company’'s merchant. He is referred to as having
an honest and upright character with great influence over the native princes and the
notables of their kingdoms.'** These Jewish traders had an enormous amount of
wealth upon which the Company and the local rulers heavily banked in times of
emergency. Ezechiel Rahabi had once lent the VOC Rs. 90,000 when the Dutch were
in a dire situation, while Isaac Surgun was made to pay Rs. 40, 000 to the Tipu
cultan in 1788.'%* Samuel Abraham and the three sons of Ezechiel Rahabi—Elias,
Moses, and David—were the other prominent Jewish merchants of Cochin.'** In
fact, these Jewish merchants rose 1o prominence because of their ability to
participate in the greater commercial transactions facilitated by .the increasing
movement of commodities by the Dutch East India Company.

However, the developments after 1750 ushered in a phase of doldrums as far
as the Jews and other various commercial collaborators of the Dutch trade were
concerned. On the one hand most of the spice-producing territories like Quilon,
Kayamkulam Thekkumkur, Vadakkumkur, and porcad were conquered one after
other and annexed to Travancore by Marthanda Varma during the period between
1742 and 1752, following which the flow of spices and other commodities from these
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places to the port of Cochin were blocked—inflicting a severe blow on the commerce

- of the Dutch.'® On the other hand, the trade in pepper was declared a state
1S . : :
5 monopoly in Travancore In 1743, wha‘ch not only severely rgduced the amount of
;f pepper available to the Dutch in Cochin, but also created serious difficulties for the
5 local merchants for its purchase and sale.'®’ The entire move was intended to get
;k the spice trade of Cochin re-routed to ‘international markets through a Travancorean
- door, for which a new port was established at Alleppey in 1763 by Raja Kesava Das
s and a network of land and water routes was set up to link the distant production
te centers with the newly established port. Spices that were flowing to Cochin until then
of were diverted to Alleppey from the newly conquered territories of Travancore.
consequently, the port of Cochin and the Jewish merchants that depended very
6 much on this port for commercial activities began to feel the dearth of cargo, which
<] eventually led to a commercial crisis in Cochin. Even Raja Rama Varma (1790-1805),
:m alias Saktan Thampuran, who was the king of Cochin, took no interest in the trade
:46 conducted by the Dutch in Cochin. Due to his antipathy toward the Dutch, the king
tth of Cochin preferred to rule from Trichur, located about 80 kilometers away from
Cochin and the Dutch trading world; he developed several inland markets in and
around Trichur particularly in Trichur, Koratty, Kunnamkulam, Chalakudy, and
Irinjalakuda, where he made the enterprising merchant community of the St.
Thomas Christians settle down with a view toward stimulating trade in the
hinterland. The Commodity flow from these markets was made to merge into the
i streams of English commerce.'?® All these developments severely affected the
‘he trading activities of the Dutch in Cochin, on which the Jews immensely depended for
for sustaining their Indian Ocean trade. New international trade routes emanating from
ost Alleppey and new merchant groups represented by Thachil Mathu Tharakan and
dia related to the English began to emerge as part of the new economic forces that
ote started appearing in Kerala by the third quarter of the eighteenth century, '*® which
ed in turn gradually shattered the commercial edifice that the Jews had erected over
eat centuries.
lew The end result of all these developments was the decline in Cochin trade,
jde which adversely affected the commercial prospects of the Jews of Cochin. By the
vas time of Ezechiel Rahabi's death (1771), commercial matters had become worse in
cochin. His son, David Rahabi, though involved in trade, could not attain the status
nly of a first merchant of the VOC, which Ezechiel had done. Elias and Moses, Ezechiel's
ing other sons, also could do no better and finally by the end of the eighteenth century
the the Rahabi family became bankrupt. 30 1 the changed situation many Jews seem to
2 of have moved more and more to interior places such as Mala, located near
; of Irinjalakuda, to take part in the newly emerging trading activities of the English
rere carried out with the help of the rulers of Cochin and Travancore, which in turn
fipu augmented the size of the already existing Jewish settlements located on the banks
ias, of the rivers in the hinterland.
In Thus, the Jews operating in the Indian Ocean played diverse economic roles
to that varied from peddling traders to merchant capitalists engaged in the long-
s5ing distance movement of commodities. In the process of collecting cargo from the
hinterland, a good many of them settled along the coast of Kerala and the banks of
; far the principal rivers, which eventually turned out to be the nodal centers of Jewish
vere trade. While the newly arrived foreign (Paradesi) Jews preferred to settle down in
ilon, Cochin and other the principal ports of Kerala procuring cargo for their overseas
ifter ~trade, the black Jews and the early Jewish settlers moved more and more toward the
jeen inland trade centers located on the riverbanks (like Mala or Chennamangalam) and

1ese minor ports like Palayur in the process of collecting cargo for the Paradesi Jews
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conducting business in large port towns. The trading networks of the Paradesi Jews
ran through the Diasporas cutting across the various exchange systems of Europe
and Asia; however the starting point of this network was to be seen in the Jewish
peddlers who used to go into the spice-producing hinterland of Kerala procuring
spices in return for Mediterranean wares. In fact, the type of economic activities
carried out in the maritime space of the Indian Ocean decided the habitat pattern of
different Jewish merchants in Kerala and their locus in the social ladder. Moreover,
the amount of wealth accruing from their participation in the trade of the Indian
Ocean regions defined their social standing, which went on changing with the
increasing advent of new foreign Jewish groups, which had better material resources
and larger mercantile networks.

The remarkable ability of the Jews to adapt to the changing politico-economic
conditions is evident in their success in continuing their business in spite of the
sweeping changes that shook the political and socioeconomic foundations of Kerala.
By linking themselves with the trading networks of the Indian Ocean and the
Mediterranean and by keeping themselves closer to the rulers and power structures
that changed, the Jewish merchants made themselves contemporaneously relevant
in Kerala’'s market system. However, under insecure and dangerous politico-
economic condition—particularly when the Portuguese turned antipathetic—many of
the Jewish merchants involved in the long-distance movement of commodities
managed to continue their business by strengthening Jewish trading networks into
which the socioeconomic webs of New Christians from Portugal were also
incorporated. Supported by common religious feelings, the Jews of Mattancherry and
the New Christians of the Portuguese city of Cochin operated on a partnership basis,
making the wheels of Jewish trade move smoothiy at a time when the Portuguese
control systems tried to thwart the commercial ventures of the indigenous traders
and the Jews in the Indian Ocean region. In fact, the Jews, particularly the Paradesi
Jews, made significant economic progress by their participation in the trade of the
Dutch East India Company in Cochin. However, the diversion of cargo to the new
port of Allepey by the Travancoreans and the formation of a new trade network by
Saktan Thampuran to divert the trade from the kingdom of Cochin to the British
trading world made the trade of the Dutch in Cochin dwindle and consequently broke
the commercial backbone of the Jews. Though many of the leading Jewish families,
including the Rahabi family, became either bankrupt or incapable of mobilizing
resources for further productive ventures in the changed situation and no giant
Jewish figures ever reappeared in the economic scenario, the Jews did not disappear
from the scene altogether. On the contrary, the vast water space of the Indian
Ocean still continued to provide them channels for their business and avenues for
ventilating their private initiatives, which they diversified eventually by participating
in different levels and phases of English trade.

Notes

1 According to S. S. Koder, the first Jews came immediately after the destruction of
the second temple of Jerusalem (in A.D. 70). S. S. Koder, “"Saga of the Jews of
Cochin,” in Jews in India, edited by Thomas A. Timberg (1986), 140; see also S. S.
Koder, "Kerala and Her Jews."” A paper presented before Kerala History Association,
1965, 1-2. Logan says that Jews fled to the Malabar Coast in their attempt 1o escape
from the servitude under Cyrus in the sixth century B.C. William Logan, Malabar
Manual, vol. | (Trivandrum, 1981), 247. Scholars differ on the date of the first
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e
5 Jewish settlement in India. Some trace it to the events following the Babylonian
1g exile, while some others view that the Jews seem (o have stepped into the Indian
es Ocean region from tenth century B.C.E. onward, when King David occupied Ezion-
of Geber in the Gulf of Agaba on the shore of Red Sea. Henceforth, David, who had
T, already carved out an empire from the border of Egypt to the Euphrates River,
an began to give maritime dimensions to his enterprises by joining hands with Hiram,
he the Phoenician king of Tyre. During the time of his son Solomon (973- 933 B.C.E)),
es the extent of Jewish empire got widened by his policy of marrying the sisters and
daughters of the kings from far and wide. Solomon and Hiram of Tyre jointly
nic dispatched vessels to all parts of the known world including India from Ezion-Geber.
he "King Solomon made a navy of ships in Ezion-Geber, which is beside Eloth, on the
1a. shore of Red sea, Hiram sent in the navy his servants and shipmen, who had the
he knowledge of the sea, with the servants of Solomon. And they came to Ophir and
es fetched from there 420 talents of gold and brought it to king Solomon” (I Kings
ant IX:26-28). | Kings X:11 adds: "The navy also of Hiram, that brought gold from
co- Ophir, brought in from Ophir great plenty of almug trees and precious stones.” The
of triennial fleet sent jointly by the Jews and the Phoenicians brought to Israel such
ies items as ivory, apes, peacocks, almug trees, and precious stones from the port of
nto Ophir, the result of which was that many Tamil words entered into the Hebrew text
Iso of the Bible. The word for peacock in the Hebrew text is tuki (in Kings and
and Chronicles), which was derived from the Tamil word tokei. Similarly, the Hebrew
sis, word ahalim or ahaloth for the wood called "aloes” was derived from the Tamil word
ese aghil. These similarities make us infer that Ophir must have been somewhere on the
lers coastal belt of south India, where Tamil was the medium of communication. Just like
Jesi the Phoenicians, Solomon also planted Jewish colonies in far-flung areas to protect
the his commercial interests. These various trading posts eventually became the nuclei
Tew of the first great Jewish Diaspora. Later, with Assyrian conquest and
. by Nebuchadnezzar's raid, the migration of Jews to these places seems to have
tish increased considerably. For more details about the question of the first Jewish
‘oke settlement, see Thomas A. Timberg (ed.), Jews in India (New Delhi: Vikas Pub.
lies, House, 1986); J. B. Segal, A History of the Jews of Cochin (London: Valentine
zing Mitchell, 1993); Shirley Berry Isenberg, India’s Bene Israel: A Comprehensive
jant Inquiry and Source Book (Berkeley, CA: J. L. Magnes Museum, 1988).
Sear 2 andre Wink, Al-Hind: The Making of the Indo-Islamic World, vol. |, Early Medieval
dian India and the Expansion of Islam 7"-11" Centuries (Delhi: Oxford University Press,
s for 1999), 86-91.
ting 3 1t was called Kurakkeni Kollam to distinguish it from Panatalayani Kollam located
near Koyilandy in north Kerala.
4 gee S. D. Goitein, Letters of Medieval Jewish Traders (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1973), 64.
5 These are the wide variety of papers obtained from the Geniza of Cairo. A Geniza is
i -t a place w_here discarded writings on which the name of God was written and
g deposuted in order to preserve them from desecration. Most of the papers of the
S s Catrq Geniza were preserveq in a room adjacent to the synagogue of Cairo. For
T detailed opscuss;on on ‘Geniza papers, see Goitein, Letters of Medieval Jewish
cape Trajders.; idem, A Mgd:terranean Society, 4 vols. (Los Angeles and Berkeley:
labar University of California Press, 1967-84); idem, Jews and Arabs: Their Contacts

First through the Ages (New York: Schoken Books, 1964).
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& The earliest Arab source is Suleiman’s account of A.D. 841 entitled Salsalat-al-
Taverika. For other Arab sources on Quilon, see George Fadlo Hourani, Arab
Seafaring in the Indian Ocean in Ancient and Early Medieval Time (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1951), 70-74.

7 See Haraprasad Ray, “Historical Contacts between Quilon and China,” in Pius
Malekandathil and Jamal Mochammed (eds.), The Portuguese, Indian Ocean and the
European Bridgeheads: Festschrift in Honour of Prof. K. S. Mathew (Lisbon:
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