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THE SEPHARDIM OF AUSTRALIA
Gad Ben-Meir

ephardim in Australia form part and parcel of the general Jewish Community
S which is predominantly Ashkenazi. There are no specific statistics to evidence

their true numbers. My own estimate ranges between 5—6,000 scattered over
the States and Territories.! The vast majority live in Sydney (about 3,500-4,000)
and Melbourne (about 1,200-1,500), where they succeeded in developing their
own congregations and building their own synagogues. In this article, I will en-
deavour to sketch the history of Sephardim in general and of Sephardi settlement in
Australia in particular. [ will review their achievements to date and express an
opinicn about their future.

In writing this article, | was greatly assisted by the book Sephardim in Australia
and New Zealand written by Mr. Aaron Aaron,? and by the scholarly papers written
by Dr, Myer Samra,® Mr. Henry Shaw,4 and Ms. Fiona Kaufman.5 Each in his or her
own way has contributed appreciably to the knowledge abeut and understanding
of Sephardi history and the significance of Sephardi tradition and culture,

The central fact in the early difference between Sephardim and Ashkenazim is
that over a very long period of time, in fact until the end of the sixteenth century,
Sephardim lived under the rule of mighty empires — the Byzantine, Persian, Mos-
tem, Mongol and finally Turkish. The Ashkenazim lived among Christians. And
whereas the last of those Empires declined, there was a dramatic rise to power by
the northern and western world in which the Ashkenazim lived. The Golden Age of
Spain had first taken form in the Moslem period, and this was an essential element
in the unity of the Sephardi world. Even though their beliefs and prayers were
basically the same, differences in rituals, liturgy and folk practices were maintained
over the centuries.

Thus, in the old centres of Safad, Baghdad, Cordova; in Amsterdam, Salonika,
Constantinople; in Buchara, Smyrna and Sarajevo, Verona and Padua; in Marra-
kesh, Alexandria, Yemen or Ceochin, Sephardim maintained their distinctive liturgy
and cultural awareness. This treasury of Rabbinic scholarship, religious and philo-
sophical investigation, and cultural and poetic excellence left by the Gaonim of
Baghdad, Palestine and Persia, and by the giants of Judeo-Arabic literature in Spain,
have become the mainstay for the spiritual survival of all contemporary centres of
Jewish life. It is this heritage that Sephardim and trying to maintain and further
develop in a new setting. What has happened to Jewish history is that this heritage,
shaped over many centuries in the Middle East and spread all over the Jewish world
have come back to the ancient homeland where modern Zionism established the
State of [srael. Meanwhile, a remarkable change in the relative positions of Sephar-
dim and Ashkenazim has occurred. Since the mid-sixties, Sephardim have out-
numbered Ashkenazim in Israel. A new phase of cultural cross-fertilisation not only
between Sephardi and Ashkenazi, but also between Jew and Arab, has com-
menced.

The two great groups into which Jews are divided are called Sephardim and
Ashkenazim. In essentials their differences are in liturgy and in pronunciation of
Hebrew. The Sephardi liturgy was derived from the great Jewish centre set up in
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o1 his Eightieth Birthday.?? I shall, therefore, concentrate here on the main aspects of
Sephardi life in New South Wales.

Among the 751 convicts transported in the First Fleet there were ten who could be
identified as Jews, two of them Sephardim Sarah Burdo and Joseph Tuso. Between
1788 and 1830, 384 Jewish convicts arrived in Australia; at least thirty can be
identified as of Sephardi origin, sixteen males and fourteen females — names like
John Roman, James Larra, George Fransisco, Uziel Baruch, Aron Mendoza, Joseph
Mordechai and Jacob Messiah. In 1787 Larra received a grant of fifty acres in the
district of the Field of Mars at a rent of one shilling, on condition thathe lived on and
cultivated the land and not sell it before the expiration of five years. In 1798 he was
granted a liquor licence and became the first publican in Parramatta. He received
another grant of five hundred acres and the freehold of the Parramatta property. In
1815 he lost his property and tavern and in 1825 was sent to prison for debts
incurred by his wife. He died in 1839 and was buried in the Devonshire Street
Jewish Cemetery. He was undoubtedly the most prominent Jew of Australia’s early
settlers.

Of the free settlers, as mentioned before Joseph Barrow Montefiore and his
nephew Jacob Levi Montefiore and other members of that great family were
amongst the first Sephardim to arrive in New South Wales. Others were Walter
Jacob Levy, Saul Samuel, Alfred De Lissa and George Mocatta, his cousin John
Israel Montefiore and his partner David Furtado. Thus, the Jewish community in
New South Wales gained some members of the English aristocracy. Within ten
vears, Joseph Barrow Monteficre owned eleven thousand acres of land in the Wel-
lington Valley and became the President of the Jewish congregation in New South
Wales. Saul Samuel became the first Jewish Minister of the Crown and the first
Jewish magistrate in New South Wales. Alfred De Lissa became the founder and
first Secretary of the Law Institute of New South Wales.

By the end of the 19th Century, Sephardim in all the colonies had gradually died
or assimilated into the larger Ashkenazi community. Not until the Second World
War did a new wave of Sephardim find their way into the life of Australian Jewry.
They came from India, Burma, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore, Irag, Persia,
Israel, Egypt, Turkey, Syria, London and France.

Before the Six Day War, those hailing from India, Burma, Singapore and
Shanghai formed the bulk of Sephardi immigration. These were the successors of
the Asian Jewish communities established by Iraqi Jews in the late 18th and during
the 19th Centuries. The Second World War destabilised those communities. Many
fled the Japanese invasion, whilst others were held prisoners and were interned,
mostly in Singapore. After the War, the survivors of these small scattered com-
munities sought refuge in Australia when the White Australia Policy was in full
swing. Though they were British subjects, generally of dark complexion, they
nevertheless had to persuade the authorities that they were of European or white
origin, not black or Asiatics. They were often made to disrobe to ‘prove’ the true
colour of their skin.?? In the majority of cases local Jewish leaders were required Lo
testify that these Jews were “of pure Jewish origin without any mixture of Indian
blood".2? The views of the World Sephardi Federation in London were also officially
sought. The Federation, under the presidency of Denzil Sebag Montefiore, was
quick to assure the Australian authorities that those people were Jewish.

The ‘new Sephardim’ gravitated mostly to Sydney and Melbourne, where they
organised themselves into separate congregations and conducted their own re-
ligious services and eventually established their respective Associations.















