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Detail from the Megillat Esther (Esther Scroll) by
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Foreword

T

he three main Indian Jewish communities
—the Bene Israel, Baghdadi and Cochini—are easily remembered as
the ‘BBC Jews of India’. These communities are unique in the manner
in which they exhibit a most dynamic combination of the Jewish and
Indian heritages. The Jewish communities in India have experienced
Philo-Semitism rather than the Anti-Semitism that many Jewish
communities across the Diaspora have faced; they are an important
part of the mainstream Indian world, well-integrated within Indian
society, yet retaining their distinctive Jewish traditions and culture.
Scholars from around the world have over the years researched
these Indian Jewish communities. Fascinating narratives record diverse
times of immigration into India during the past many centuries, as well
as more recent emigration from India to Israel and Europe, to North
America and Australia—creating an unusual diaspora within the
Diaspora. Researchers have produced a growing library of books and

Finding Home (Fereshteh) #102: Lilith (with finely carved wooden frame), Siona Benjamin, 2009

articles—and yet a new book such as this one is most significant. It
enables the reader to explore a range of newly uncovered information
regarding the three well-known Jewish communities as well as learning
about new and emerging groups eager to be a part of the Indian
Jewish world. The narratives present the rich Indian Jewish heritage
in its migrations within the Indian subcontinent, the development of
its distinctive synagogues and customs, the emergence of new Indian
Jewish communities, and its own dispersions in the past seven decades.
Two particularly important and interesting chapters are the personal
account and the discussion of the work of the renowned artist, Siona
Benjamin—a great source of Indian Jewish pride. Siona’s discussion
of growing up Jewish in India and becoming an artist is inspiring; the
analysis of her work is enlightening and will introduce many readers for
the first time to a singularly important part of the Indian Jewish heritage
that extends a rich past into a powerful present and dynamic future.
I wish to congratulate the editor and writer, Ori Z. Soltes; the authors
and scholars, Erica Lyons, Barbara C. Johnson, Orna Eliyahu-Oron, and
Jael Silliman; the artist, Siona Benjamin; Niyogi Books—as well as those
who directly and/or indirectly helped to make this publication possible.
I enthusiastically welcome the many readers who will find this
volume so very useful in fulfilling their desire to learn more about the
Indian Jewish communities in an illuminating and enriching manner.
Ralphy Jhirad

Mumbai, India
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Fig. 8. Ohel Leah Synagogue, Hong Kong

preface

Jewish Migrations to the Far East
Er ica Lyons

T

he Jewish story is ultimately a story of
migrations and resettlements, exiles, expulsions, and returns. These
themes present themselves as early as Genesis, the first book of the
Torah, with the expulsion of Adam and Eve (and Lilith) from the
Garden of Eden. Following this, Abraham leaves Ur, and later Joseph and
ultimately his entire family migrate to Egypt. The entire second book of
the Torah is titled Exodus, the movement of the Israelites anticipating
the migratory and resettlement patterns of the Jewish people throughout
its long history.
Most scholars agree that despite these early Biblical period
expulsions and dispersions, the Jewish identity as a Diaspora people
begins just after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem by the
Romans in 70 CE. With the destruction of the Temple—and even more
emphatically after the Bar Kokhba revolt of 132–135 CE—many Jews
left Judaea, with many ending up after generations in the four corners
of the earth. It is following this mass expulsion that the Jewish people

