THE 1840 MONTEFIORE CENSUS OF JEWS IN ALEXANDRIA (V4/5-2005)
by Yves Fedida     e.mail :  fedida@mac.com      

Census & Montefiore

The word “census” has generally been, an anathema to the Jewish mind-set throughout history. Each successive census having been followed by phenomenal events such as slavery in Egypt, wandering in the desert, battles, plagues, heavy taxation and temple destruction. Understandably our forefathers had grown wary of them, whatever their initial purpose might have been.

Yet in 1839 Moses Montefiore commissioned the first altruistic census of Jews in Eretz Israel. Party to the “statistical” revolution through the census carried out in England every 10 years since 1801, he was evidently initially inspired by their spirit and later by their form@. Other Montefiore census materials of Eretz Israel include those of 1849,1855,1866 & 1875. Yet in the midst of these numerous documents, seemingly inexplicably, lies the 1840 Montefiore Census of Alexandria Jews, which this time preceded a glorious century for Jews in Egypt. Microfiches or Microfilms of the collection can be found at the London School of Jewish Studies, the Oxford School of Hebrew and Jewish Studies, the Jewish National Library in Jerusalem and the Alliance Israelite Universelle in Paris. 

It is one of a kind, as it lacks apparent ties with the others and to my knowledge, is the only one commissioned by Montefiore outside of the administrative Ottoman boundaries of Eretz Israel. There exists a list of aid-recipient Jews of Beirut taken in 1849, but it is not a detailed one. Ours stands out because of its historical setting, its contents, and the use it was put to. It forms a corner stone from which to study the social and educational development of Egyptian Jews as a contemporary community in an Arab land.  Made up of 16 separate fiches and 418 entry lines the transliteration in English is available on line at www.nebidaniel.com a website dedicated to the preservation of Alexandria Jewish heritage. 

[image: image4.jpg]


A British Jew of Italian origin, extremely wealthy and a young retired stockbroker, Moses Montefiore, had been Sheriff of London and was the President of the British Board of Deputies. He was indeed an exceptional man who had decided to devote the latter part of his life to philanthropy, the rebirth of his people in Eretz Israel, where he helped found housing projects, agricultural settlements, hospitals, and synagogues, and to the protection of his fellow-Jews, which he also actively undertook in Russia, Morocco and Romania.

Moses Montefiore 1818, Jewish Encyclopaedia.com

In 1827 on his first journey to Eretz Israel, which was to instil in him his mission, and cement his love for the land, he passed through Alexandria and met with Mohamed Ali, Pasha of Egypt. There were no major sailing routes going directly to Yaffo or Haifa in those days and Alexandria had become a regular stop-over for the Orient, since Mohamed Ali had lifted the old Ottoman ban on European vessels and had rehabilitated its port.

For his second trip to Eretz Israel in 1839, he again went through Alexandria, naturally. Egypt’s status however had fundamentally changed since 1831. Egypt claimed compensation for the blood it had shed when called to quell the Greek revolt of 1821. Under Ibrahim Pacha and Joseph Sève (Soliman Pacha) the Egyptian army and navy had lent much needed power. Turkey was not generous in return, spurring Egypt’s conquest of Syria, Eretz Israel and part of homeland Turkey. Mohamed Ali was therefore established as the de-facto ruler of Eretz Israel. The objective for the British philanthropist presently extended beyond the first social encounter. He set to convince the Pasha to lease out to him a great number of villages for Jewish settlement for a protracted period. Arié Neaman and Yosef Ashkénazi in Eretz Israel had had targeted potential localities and evaluated their possible population1 & 7. It stands to reason that the aim of the 1839 Census in Eretz Israel-as that of the subsequent ones- was to take stock of the few means and the crying needs of the pre-Zionist Jewish population, the old Yishuv.  

Yet why Alexandria and why 1840?

A year later, on August 4th 1840, we see him alighting from his vessel in Alexandria, but not to close the envisaged land deal. Any land deals would be deferred for at least another 18 years. No, it was rather because Jews were in need of protection at that time and place. He comes with the backing of Metternich (in charge of the Austrian empire’s foreign affairs) and, more importantly, of Lord Palmerston (Britain’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs). He stands in the company of Adolphe Crémieux, a French lawyer and German born orientalist Solomon Munk, as representatives of British & French Jews. The three individuals have come after the outcry of European Jewry joined by many non -Jews, informed of two far-reaching blood libel accusations. Here are three individuals in 1840, in the first modern exercise of international lobbying of a super-power by emancipated Jews in the face of fundamental injustice.  

They are united, despite the division, verging on war, of their respective countries, over what is known as the “Oriental Question”, linked to the influence of France in Egypt and Greater Syria… to the influence of Russia in the Ottoman Empire and to the perspective of Britain losing its influence altogether in the region. As political masters, England soon answered the “Question” to its own advantage, by-passing the French, with the London Accord of 15/07/1840 between Russia, Austria and England. This guaranteed the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire and led to hereditary rule for Mohamed Ali’s dynasty.

The first blood libel broke out in Damascus on 5/02/1840, when Father Thomas, a French protégé disappeared. The French Consul Count Benoit de Ratti-Menton, Jew-hater par excellence, immediately spearheads an anti-Jewish campaign. It leads to the accusation, arrest and torture of prominent leaders of that community; 2 of the leaders were to die under torture. Jewish children were taken hostage to eek out from their parents’ an impossible confession. Jews in the Middle East, seeing the representative of an enlightened foreign power partake of such folly, must have felt mortified. This campaign though, by its high profile would bear repercussions on European public opinion. A meeting is summoned, by the Lord Mayor of London at Mansion House on 3/07/1840, demanding the release of those accused.  The second blood libel breaks out in its immediate wake on the island of Rhodes, where the governor threatens annihilation of the community. However the Turkish Sultan deposes the governor on 14th of Adar very aptly in time for Purim.

But no such miracle occurs in Egyptian-ruled Syria, even though the Austrian Consul had obtained in May that Mohamed Aly order that the Damascus community be protected from Mob violence at the very least. Therefore the Anglo-French delegation arrives to negotiate with Mohamed Ali. They come with the full weight of the London Accord on the Eastern Question and the weight of the London Meeting at Mansion House. By the 28th of August, - just over 3 weeks later- they had obtained the lifting of the accusation, the freedom of 7 survivors and their release soon after. 

It is our contention that the 1840 Census was taken within a short period of time, from around August 5th 1840, with a view to defining the population by individual listing, in case of future problems and to take stock of the economic and influential forces of the community and determine how best to build on these for the future. The result was the census in itself and the first formal European realization of the discrepant educational levels and needs of Jews in Arab lands. It sowed the seeds of fusion in Alexandria, of culturally differing constituents into one community10. 

Each of the protagonists is beyond credit:
Crémieux saw the need for a broader secular education, incorporating the arabic language versus the actual model restricted to religious subjects. He encouraged the admission of young girls into the educational system 2 & 3. He later described to a friend how preoccupied he had been by the fate awaiting uneducated girls, when considering their upbringing(3.

 Munk appealed to the leaders, in Hebrew and Arabic, to combat the low level of enlightenment of the community. Curiously both Cairo and Alexandria’s chief rabbis (respectively Moshe Algazi & Shlomo Hazzan) adhered to the project that led to the first Crémieux Schools for boys and girls in October 1840. Crémieux pledged an annual European contribution for their maintenance. Secular education and culture, which later fully impacted the community by encouraging its cosmopolitan characteristic, was born. Unfortunately for financial reasons these schools did not last long. Talmud Torah again turned out to be the only alternative for a while. Girls reverted to being indolent odalisques! However some 20 years later, as a result of what he had first seen in Egypt, Cremieux would become the main instigator for the founding of the Alliance Israelite Universelle, a society for the protection, emancipation and improvement of Jews in North Africa, the Middle East and Eastern Europe. One could still find in 1854 Cairo a offshoot of the Crémieux schools a “Talmud Torah” teaching lay subjects to boys only. Montefiore commissioned the Census, but more importantly, succeeded in his life saving mission. He attempted, in the course of various debates to institute the first community statutes. They finally came into being in 1854. 

(Aux garçons, en Egypte, l'on apprenait à lire l'hébreu, à le chanter et je ne vis point d' école de filles…appartenant à des familles riches (elles) étaient confiées à une femme qui les surveillait sans 1es instruire. Ces jeunes filles passaient la plus grande partie de la journée … posées sur des cousins... Elles s'y étendaient quand elles étaient fatiguées d'être assises. Jugez de ce que ces jeunes filles ainsi élevées devaient être dans leurs maisons quand elles devenaient  épouses  et mères.” 3
It is unclear whether the request for a census was made on his previous trip of 1839, which would have coincided with the first Census in Eretz Israel. But it is evident from its content(, that the census was actually taken, or more precisely the list of Alexandria Jews, was drawn as a Census, between Tammouz & the end of Elloul 5600. Moreover if, as is likely, the request had not been made the previous year, then judging from the arrival date of the Montefiore, Crémieux & Munk, the resolution of the crisis, the stated census Year of 5600, and Rosh Hashanah 5601, we can narrow the work down to between Av (August) and the end of Elloul (which fell on 27/09/1840). One could thus say, the census reflects faithfully the community of Alexandria at the end of August 1840. This would in turn imply that the census was carried out in record time and could account for some of its imperfections.

Unlike the Eretz Israel Census, the objective of this one could not have been philanthropic; rather it was driven by the necessity to understand the constituents of the community in Egypt, the level of autonomy of that community in a non- European environment, their level of responsibility and influence, in a country drifting away from an otherwise tolerant Ottoman empire. Egypt faced with paroxysmal anti-Jewish feelings in one of its provinces and nevertheless controlled Eretz Israel. The implied risks for the old Yishuv were evident. The foremost conclusion was the need for bolstering the educational level of their fellow Jews. 

But who were these contemporary Alexandria Jews?  

Historically, notwithstanding their importance in Greco-Roman times and in the early Arab period, Meshulam of Volterra encounters only 60 Jewish families living in Alexandria in 14814. The closure of the port to commercial traffic by the ottomans after 1517, the circumnavigation of Africa in the early part of the 16th century coupled with precarious and unhygienic living conditions and epidemics are pointers to the inevitable dwindling of that community and its probable disappearance. Thus it is, that the 100 or so Jews, encountered by Napoleon at the time of his conquest of Egypt in 1798, are said to be mostly descendants of fishermen from neighbouring villages of Rosetta and Edkou who arrived around 1700 followed by an influx from other Egyptian towns (Damietta, Rosetta and Cairo)  in the 2nd half of the 18th Century. The first contemporary rabbi in Alexandria seems to have been Eliahou Israel in 1773.   
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But the real growth of the community starts because of Mohamed Ali. He eliminates the Mameluks and establishes internal security from 1811 on. These captives, brought to Egypt by the Ayubide caliphs had risen to power in the 13th century. Their perpetual power struggle, fanatical Muslim rule and antipathy towards the Jews were brought to a brutal end.  The Mahmoudeya Canal linking the Alexandria Harbour to a main branch of the Nile was built between 1819 and 1821, with the help of M. Coste. It had extraordinary repercussions on linking the city to the coastal hinterland and through the Nile delta to the rest of the country. The Dockyards and the naval arsenal are inaugurated in 1829-1830, with the help of M. de Cerisy. This means trade with the East can resume once again through Alexandria, long before the Suez Canal is envisaged. More trade and construction in turn attracts more Egyptian Jews and starts attracting Italian Jews, all seeking better opportunities10. Thus a travelling English Missionary Quartet Keith, Black, Bonar & Mc Cheyne who leave Dover in April 1839 state in their book5 that 100 European Jewish families alongside 300 Egyptian Jewish families live in Alexandria, for an estimated total of 1000 Jews. As we shall see this corroborates the systematic Census established a mere 12 months later. We note the remarkably important growth since the turn of the century. 40 years after they encountered Napoleon, we have 1100 Jewish inhabitants.

The Census Information   lists first and family names of male individuals, widow’s first names, marital status of individuals, age and place of birth, number of years since arrival, occupation, property, the name of children under 13 and over 13. It makes occasional specific commentaries on an individual. The population bears 171 different stated family names. 3 names are unknown and 4 others known, but unaccounted for. 
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We can extract from the census certain elements of that society’s structure and prevailing values:

· The population discovered in the Census consists of 1109 Individuals, - nearly 4 times the then Jewish population of Yaffo & Haifa together.  Like Beirut and Acco these towns still had a limited economic and population growth due to a difficult access to their hinterland.

· 84% of the population is leading a normal family life. There are 242 different complete households (Married couples who may be with children). Total households would be 374 if widows and widowers were representatives of families. If orphans were also counted, using the average number of children per household, then the figure of 400 families presented by the English travellers is correct.

· 9 entries out of 418 entries refer to blind people including a blind Midwife.

· A motherless child lives in a household with a “single” father. A fatherless child is considered an orphan even though his mother may well be alive. 10% of all the children are orphans.

· The identity of a widow is only her first name, whereas married women are totally anonymous. 

· There appears a numerical imbalance between the sexes. Young girls represent only 42% of all children, and moreover only 32 % of those over 13. This can reflect early marriage age. This imbalance can also be the fruit of the census taker’s imprecision or the lack of declaration by parents for a girl, or both if the census taker were relying exclusively on birth registers introduced in the community as of 1830. 
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· The extent of bigamy is impossible to ascertain. One case of 3 widows mourning the same husband is possibly indicative. Married women are anonymous in the census and accounted for evidently as part of monogamous households. Yet we arrive at a considerably smaller total of women versus men. This in turn would indicate that 5 to 10% of the households were not monogamous. Nevertheless, and despite probably high infant mortality, the low number of children (1.86 per household with an age of 32,5 & 41,5) could point to the opposite. Yet one should compare this to the 1856 figure for Jerusalem, where we find an average of 1.6 children for parents between 35 & 44.

· The same conclusion that Prof. Uziel Schmelz9 arrives at for E.I, applies here. The census entails, by its inferred growth rate, the potential shrinkage of the community, save for the arrival of new immigrants. 

· Then, as now, women lived longer and married younger than men. As a corollary there are more widows. There are 2 divorced women (less than 1%) and 2 Agounot whose husbands left for “the land beyond the sea” - a Talmudic description, I believe, for any country apart from Babylonia and Eretz Israel. They retain the husband’s name in the absence of proof of death. 

· We count 501 unmarried children under 18- over 45 % of the population (compared to 41% in Yaffo & Haifa). There are 52 orphans (that is 10.4% of children < 18 years). Although high, the figure correctly reflects the arbitrariness of living environments and hygienic conditions. These figures are significant to arrive at the ultimate conclusion of educational preoccupation.

· We assume an age of 7 years for children under 13, and 15 years for children over 13, to arrive at an average age for these children of 8.7. Orphans are known by their exact age.

· The majority of the population has an age ending with a 5 or a 0. Only 20 individuals, out of 341 listed over the age of 20, have a precise age. Though many could ignore their exact year of birth, this likely reflects haste on the census taker’s part by relying more on recollection of physiognomy. By contrast the E.I. Census are more specific.

· With this proviso, the average age for all adults is 39. They would become parents at 24-33, if we assume as a hypothesis, the age of married women as being 9 years younger than their husband.

· Birthplace of individuals is also inadequately accounted for, due to evident haste or irrelevancy in importance for the final objective. Origins may have seemed less essential in comparison to Jerusalem where Maaravim /Sephardim/ Ashkenazi/ Kollels are scrupulously detailed, due to Haluka repartition and prayer habits. Nor was the Tunisian divisiveness between Gorni & Tunsi apparent here despite its embryonic evidence. For the Census taker 1099 people were from Alexandria and only 10 (that is under 1%) from the rest of the world, none from the rest of Egypt. This is patently incompatible with the noted low growth rate pattern and travellers’ information. 

· The 1839 English travellers had noted 100 European families (25%) further evidenced by the Italian tang of many family names in the census6. Lord Montefiore himself would on occasion pray at the synagogue of the “Europeans” and subsequently at the synagogue of the “locals”. In June 1847 I.J. Benjamin, a Jewish traveller, finds 150 European (Italian) out of a total of 650 families. Though similar in their proportions, the latter figure seems inflated compared to that of 400 families. A Jewish Chronicle article of 10/8/1849 realistically attests the presence of only 1200 Jews in January 1847 (only 100 more than in 1840). The article underlines however a sudden growth to 2000 Jews in 1849 due to increased traffic with the Far East. An influx from other Egyptian towns with the increased usage of the Mahmoudeya canal is clearly to be reckoned with. We conclude that in all probability, in 1840, 25 % originated outside of Egypt and accounted for the past and vigorous future growth of the community. 

· With one exception, the Census highlights only certain individuals originating in Ottoman Palestine or North Africa. Navigational difficulties (pirates, no steamers or direct sailings routes) had been an impediment to large migratory movements. The large migration from North Africa to Eretz Israel would start in the wake of Spanish-Moroccan war of 1860. A comparison of 1855 census with that of 1866 for Jerusalem would attribute 77 % of all new Sephardi arrivals over the 10 previous years to the Maaravim.

The nascent bustling of the town comes to life in the elements concerning wealth & employment.

The population is placed into one of 3 broad and subjective categories  “Rich-Medium-Poor”.

· 9 family heads representing 37 individuals in their household (3.3% of total Jewish population- in reality 5% if we count those not mentionned) are considered rich as bankers or manufacturers. 6 individuals or 24 family members are relegated to the lower category after having lost through coercive measures 50 to 90000 Piasters to the highest authority. Capricious despotism is best measured here when 40% of the wealthy are designated as subject to whim. One can also directly understand the search and the need for foreign protection. 

· 93 family heads representing 348 individuals in their household (31,3% of total population) are considered of average wealth.

· Thus over 65 % of the population (2/3) is considered poor. But what is poor?

· 27 % of the working population (18 to 60) are unemployed. However 73% are gainfully employed. By contrast Netter states that in 1869 only 15 % were gainfully employed in E.I. 

· Here as in most Jewish communities we find tailors, silversmiths, peddlers, and

      Kashrut supervisors. Professions specific to the country and times are listed.  Many are

      servants, probably due to the wealth of other existing communities. The state and the 
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population growth create the need for industrial manufacturers and silk-weavers. Port activities see the burgeoning of importers and merchants of whom sandalwood merchants for the perfume industry. Typically for a port in the Ottoman world, a profusion of moneychangers deal in a large spectrum of various copper, silver and gold coins of international mintage. We even have a dedicated donkey driver, but only 3 teachers for a population of 501 children under 18 of whom 401 are under 13!  Yet by contrast to the E.I. Census, no salesman was absent. This was evidently not a door-to-door census!

Absent but excused
It is to be noted that at least 4 families: FUA, SONCINO, TORIA & VALENSIN8 are missing from the census, whereas evidently present in Alexandria as recounted by M. Montefiore in his diaries. They were civil leaders and representatives of the community, in the top wealth bracket. They were known as such to M. Montefiore. It is possible they were omitted for that reason, or out of reserve. They are not included in the statistical analysis. 

After the Census

There were many major attraction factors to Egypt. For one, the acceleration of trade due to the introduction of steamers in the Mediterranean, and from Suez to the Far East, in the latter part of that decade; secondly, the Suez Canal construction frenzy of 1859 to 1869 and the Cotton Boom of 1861 to 1865, when the European mills turned to Egyptian cotton to aptly fill the void of supply in the wake of the American civil war; thirdly, a genuine spirit of tolerance and acceptance of foreigners, reassured by the British presence from 1882, all helped counterbalanced the low birth rate, by encouraging immigration. The creation of major infrastructures, such as ports, canals, roads, dams, railways and factories, allowing durable economic development in a politically favourable context in Egypt, coupled with rapid growth of education, the establishment of efficient Jewish institutional organisations catering to the Jewish community’s diversity, helped absorb and blend culturally, well through to the second World War, the large inflow of Jews pushed by historical and economical upheavals in the Mediterranean basin, the Middle East as well as in Eastern and Western Europe,. In Alexandria alone, over a period of 100 years, their number would increase from 1100 to just below 40000, before practically dwindling down to 15 individuals over the following 60 years.
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Witness to them is the remaining glory of the Eliahou Hanabi Synagogue erected from 1850, in part thanks to Montefiore. Still among the largest in the Middle East, it preceded many of the large European synagogues. It quickly replaced and overshadowed the 2 contemporary synagogues of “El Azziz” and “Saradhel” (late xivthC) The Civil records of the Jewish community of the past 150 years lie still in Alexandria, unexploited and unattended, together with religious artefacts, amongst which over 70 Sifrei Torah, brought from around the world. 

The International Nebi Daniel Association strives to preserve, and establish unrestricted access and knowledge for future generations and has intervened with the Egyptian authorities. 

We are told that statistics can say anything and sometimes even the truth. In the case of this Montefiore Census they offer a vibrant insight into the starting point of Alexandrian Jews’ “founding fathers” whom Albert Cohen11 would rightly depict as “les Fils et les Pères des Princes en Humanité”, “Sons & Fathers of Princes in Humanity”(.
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( that is the comment about the loss of the rabbi’s 3 children in Nissan, followed by a 3 month period of mourning


(11 « Ils sont les Fils et les Pères des Princes en Humanité…et puis tous, les vrais et les autres, sont des excessifs, des ardents. Un peuple poète. Un peuple excessif… le vieux peuple de génie, couronné de malheur, de royale science et de désenchantement »  Cohen, Albert. Belle du Seigneur,  (Paris, Gallimard, 1968).
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