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Figures 8 and 9. THE ISRAELIGHT magazine, edited by David Saul Marshall, was published
in Singapore between 1934 and 1937. Courtesy of the ISEAS Library, Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies, Singapore: David Marshall Private Archives Collection.

By that time, according to World Jewish Congress statistics, Singapore’s Jewish
population had peaked at about 1,500 individuals, many of whom were refugees from
Europe and other parts of Asia. Although Singapore was overrun by the Japanese shortly
thereafter and many of its Jews either dispersed or were interned, after World War II, the
Jewish community and its religious and Zionist institutions rebounded. In 1946, when
Singapore’s Jewish population numbered about 1,000 residents, British Royal Air Force
Squadron Leader and Chaplain S. M. “Sonnie” Bloch taught youngsters in the city’s Hebrew
school (Talmud Torah). He also helped Singapore’s Jewish Forces Club organize a local
chapter of the Zionist youth movement “Habonim,” which in turn published a newsletter,
Kadima (“Forward”). The presence of Habonim, with its strong socialist orientation, is
testimony to the ideological pluralism and toleration within a community that contained
many followers of traditional rabbinic Judaism. Several years later, a local affiliate of
another secular Zionist group, the Women'’s International Zionist Organization (WIZ0O), was
founded in the city.??

Perhaps the fullest expression of the integration of Baghdadi Jewry into the public life
of Singapore is the career of the aforementioned David Saul Marshall, who was born in 1908
and raised in the. city’s overwhelmingly Baghdadi, and impoverished, mahallah
neighborhood (see Figures 10 and 11). Marshall spoke only Arabic uritil he entered an
English school at the age of six. In 1955, after legal training in England, service in the
British-led Singaporean military, and imprisonment by the Japanese on Hokkaido during
World War II, he was elected Slngapores first Chief Minister. In that capacity, he gave
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Singapore its first measure of internal self-governance and set the colony on its path to
complete independence, which was achieved shortly after he left office. Throughout his
career Marshall maintained his affiliation with Singapore’s Baghdadi Jewish community, took
on numerous leadership positions, and is buried in its cemetery.?3

Figures 10 and 11. Left: The young David Saul Marshall (1908-1995). Right: Marshall as a
young lawyer in Singapore. Both Photos courtesy of the ISEAS Library, Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore: Davi Marshall Private Archives Collection.

Once Singapore attained full independence from Britain in a series of stages in the
1950s and 1960s, the new country’s Jewish community, which then consisted of about 800
individuals, was assured full equality. Judaism became one of the multiethnic nation’s eight
officially recognized religions. In 1977 Israel Report expressed what it saw as a commercial
rationale behind this equality: "The regime of Lee Kuan Yew [the ethnically Chinese (Hakka
or Kejia) long-term leader of independent Singapore], which makes a point of displaying
openness both internally and externally, is considerably interested in having Jews live in
Singapore. For this country, which is a crossroads and commercial centre (sic), there is a
clear advantage in the existence of a synagogue alongside temples, mosques, and
churches.”®*

Simultaneous with Singapore’s maintenance of equality for its Jewish population,
many Jewish and non-Jewish residents saw that there was much to be learned from the
newly established State of Israel. In 1956, in one of the earliest expressions of that
awareness, Minister for Communications and Works Francis Thomas argued that Singapore,
“"now on the threshold of independence, could learn a lot from the spirit which has turned
the small State of Israel from a desert into a garden.”?® Singapore’s Jews worked diligently
to cultivate such ties. A 1953 visit by Jerusalem Post founding editor and future Jerusalem
mayor Gershon Agron resulted in contributions of US$6,740 to the United Israel Appeal and
a simultaneously communal commitment to assist Singaporeans wishing to immigrate to
Israel. An internal community assessment of the results of Agron’s visit includes the
comment that -

...during Mr. Agron’s visit, steps were taken to assist the immigration to Israel of five
young Jewish girls and a woman of sixty years. They travelled to Bombay with funds
provided by various donors, whose generosity deserves our appreciation. This should
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be an encouragement both to our youth, who really feel they could do better in
Israel, as well as to our donors, who will have the satisfaction of knowing that the
money was well spent.?®

An Israel Today photographic exhibit in 1956 was, according to the Singapore
Standard, “the biggest postwar public event organized by the Colony’s 900-strong Jewish
community.”?”  In that same year, outgoing Israeli Foreign Minister and former Prime
Minister Moshe Sharett remarked, after a visit to Singapore, that “the gathered people’s
thirst to listen and understand is endless.””® A March 1962 visit and lecture by Keren
Hayesod Director Shlomo Temkin netted contributions of US$2,443 to assist new
immigrants in Israel. Temkin’s visit was followed by a series of trade and technical aid
agreements between Singapore and Israel and ongoing visits by ministers, public figures,
military officers, and other senior officials.

In 1969, these overtures and initiatives culminated in the establishment of full
diplomatic relations between an independent Singapore and the reborn Jewish state. There
was a brief disruption in the bilateral relationship in the summer of 1974, when Malaysian
Prime Minister Abdul Razak held a twenty-nine nation Islamic conference in Kuala Lumpur.
Immediately thereafter, Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew expelled Israeli experts from the country,
retaining only the embassy. Singapore’s Jewish community was edqy, with David Saul
Marshall confiding to a reporter that “Singapore has gone over to the Moslems.”?°

Because of the long-term strategic interests that Singapore and Israel share,
including a mutual concern over the potential radicalization of their Muslim populations,
within a few years the Israeli experts were back. Many were involved in training the
Singaporean armed forces and in equipping them with hi-tech weaponry. Some of these
experts, including a cousin of this author who worked for the Israeli hi-tech firm Elta, were
popularly (and covertly) referred to as “Mexicans.” David Marshall’'s widow quipped to this
author that once the “Mexicans” started coming in large numbers she had to keep the
traditional Israeli delicacies of hummus and techina in her refrigerator on a regular basis.

In November 1986 Israeli President Chaim Herzog visited Singapore. He met
President Wee Kim Wee for one hour under heavy security to discuss Middle Eastern and
Southeast Asian issues and especially bilateral trade. Brunei, Indonesia, and Malaysia
withdrew their ambassadors “for consultation,” but only for a few days. There were also
loud threats in Malaysia “to cut off Singapore’s water supply.” Muslims demonstrated in
Malaysia throughout the two days of Herzog’s visit. Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Kuan
Yew refused to succumb to these pressures from the opposite side of the Strait of Johor. As
already noted, Singapore and Israel both face antagonistic Muslim populations. This may
explain why Lee was willing to “take the heat” from Arab and Muslim states. According to
Herzog, “thanks to Israel and its military mission in Singapore, the country was well
equipped to defend itself and to deter Malaysia.”*°

As of 2013, relations between Singapore and Israel are extensive on multiple levels.
Charities founded by such Singapore Baghdadis as the Ballases, Benjamins, Eliases,
Isaacses, Mashaals, Meyers, Sassoons, and Shookers continue to fund major activities in
Israel. This is especially true in areas of Israel with dense Iraqi-Jewish populations, such as
the central and lower Galilee. This long-term philanthropic concern once again exemplifies
the transnational interconnectedness of the far-flung Baghdadi Jewish diaspora.

Ironically, these ties evolved simultaneously with the almost complete disintegration
of Jewish communal life in Irag. Jacab Ballas and his mother returned briefly to Iraq from
Singapore in the 1940s. He was barely able to avoid being drafted into the Iragi army. In
1950-1951 over 120,000 Iragi Jews were airlifted en masse to Israel in "Operation Ezra and
Nehemiah.” Because of their comparatively higher educational level and prominence in
business, law, and government in Iraq, these immigrants integrated more successfully into
the overwhelmingly Ashkenazi Jewish state than did other Oriental Jewish refugees. Their
leadership positions included Speaker of the Knesset (parliament) and Police (1969-1977)
and Internal Affairs (1977) Minister Shlomo Hillel (b. Baghdad 1923); Defense Minister,
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Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Trade and Labor, and Labor Party chief Binyamin Fuad
Ben-Eliezer (b. Basra, 1936); the twelfth Israeli Army Chief of Staff and the first of Mizrahi,
or Oriental Jewish, origin, Moshe Levi (b. Tel Aviv to Iragi parents, 1936-2008); and
Minister of Defense Yitzhak Mordechai (b. Irag 1944). Other prominent Israelis of Iraqi
origin include Knesset member Shoshana Arbeli-Almoznino, author Eli Amir, academicians
Sasson Somekh and Sami Smooha, and Ambassador Zvi Gabbay, who in 2003 served as
Deputy Director General of Israel’s Foreign Ministry. A Babylonian Heritage Center in Yehud,
in suburban Tel Aviv, is under the directorship of former Parliamentarian and Minister
Without Portfolio, Mordechai Ben-Porat (b. Baghdad 1923). It commemorates the
transnational nature of the Baghdadi Jewish diaspora and the contributions of Iragi Jews to
many old and new homelands.?!

At precisely the same time that Jewish communal life was disintegrating in Irag and
Iraqi Jews were integrating into Israeli society, another phenomenon was occurring among
Singapore Baghdadis: a multi-institutional Jewish community was being preserved under
the protective umbrella of Singaporean society and its political and religious tolerance. As
of 2013 Rabbi Mordecai Abergel leads Baghdadi congregation Maghain Aboth. The
indefatiguable Felice Isaacs maintains Manasseh Meyer’s Chesed El synagogue, which holds
weekly services and breakfasts for the entire community. The Manasseh Meyer Trust funds
the Manasseh Meyer School, which began in 1996 as Ganenu, founded in the home of Rabbi
Abergel and his wife, Rebbetzin Simcha (Sylviane). She continues to be a strong force in the
school, working as Curriculum Coordinator of Judaic Studies. The school is located opposite
Chesed El synagogue on land owned by the Manasseh Meyer Foundation. In addition to
Maghain Aboth and Chesed El, there were two additional Jewish High Holiday services held
in Singapore in 2009. Ashkenazi Jews prayed in traditional American Conservative fashion
in a chapel in the newly built Jacob Ballas Community Centre. Approximately 150 Reform
Jews of Singapore’s United Hebrew Congregation worshipped in rented space under the
leadership of American Rabbi Lennard R. Thal. In 2010 Rabbi Thal once again conducted
Reform services, this time with several hundred participants.®?

Thus, if one wishes to see a functioning Baghdadi Jewish community, one only needs
to visit Singapore. The community consists of about 180 people. An American academic,
Joan Bieder, attended a Sabbath service in Maghain Aboth in 2000 and observed the
following:

On the right side sit the old-timers, the men of Baghdadi origin who lived
through the Japanese occupation. On the left side sit the wealthier members
of the community and the younger generation of Jews...When Frank Benjamin,
President of the Jewish Welfare Board, stepped down from participating in the
Torah service, he walked the room and wished Shabbat shalorn in Hebrew:
Sabbath peace) to all. The gesture was heartfelt and inclusive, consistent
with his determination to bring all Jews living in Singapore together...Frank
Benjamin and others are determined to keep their community vibrant and
alive without sacrificing the basic orthodox traditions that inspired Singapore’s
first Baghdadi Jews over 160 years ago.>?

In October 2010 the Singapore Baghdadi community as well as Baghdadis worldwide
observed the wedding in Israel of the children of two of the community’s most active leaders
and benefactors: the marriage of Frank Benjamin’s son to Victor Sassoon’s daughter. When
viewed in historical perspective, this community’s survival over time, its transnational
identity, its current prosperity, and its future prospects are the product of the dynamic
secular leadership of individuals such as Frank Benjamin, Harry Elias, Singapore Supreme
Court Judge Joseph Grimberg, Felice Isaacs, Saul Mashaal, Victor Sassoon, and the late
Jacob Ballas, David Marshall, Manasseh Meyer, and Moselle Nissim; the spiritual guidance-
going back to Ben Ish Hai and Rabbi ‘Abd Allah (Ovadia) Somekh, and continuing with
Rabbi Mordechai and Rebbetzin Simcha Abergel; and, significantly, the ongoing mediative
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skills of David Marshall’s widow Jean Gray Marshall, a non-Jew. For nearly two centuries
Singaporean Jews have enjoyed political, economic, and religious toleration, conducted a
commercial exchange of major proportions across the Indian Ocean, and have employed and
heeded a vigorous ecclesiastical leadership. They have thus been able to sustain their
millennial-long traditions and more recent transnational identity.

Notes

This article is copyrighted by Jonathan Goldstein 2013 and is used with permission. An
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Studies, Singapore, on July 29, 2010. The author is especially grateful to Professors
Anthony Reid and Geoffrey Wade for comments made at that conference. For additional
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