
History of the Jews of Australia 
Rabbi Dr. Israel Porush, OBE 

In the limited space at my disposal I can only 
present a small segment of the history of our 
community • and I have chosen "The Birth of the 
Community" because of its unique character. 
Rarely can we determine with accuracy the 
exact date of the entry of Jews in any of the 
lands of the Diaspora. The beginnings are 
usually enwrapped in tradition and legend, but 
in the case of Australia one can state with 
certainty that the settlement of Jews, all of 
British origin, is as old as the Colony 
itself. 

Australia was founded as a penal settlement • 
and the first settlers were convicts from 
Great Britain. For many years Britain 
disposed of her criminals by transporting them 
inter alia to the American Colonies; 
firstly ~get rid of this element; secondly. 
to populate her colonial possessions and 
provide labor for her colonials overseas; 
thirdly • hopefully • to enable to prisoners to 
rehabilitate themselves in the new 
surroundings. 

In 1782 the North American colonies gained 
independence and created a new state which put 
an end to the importation of convicts. The 
continent in the South Seas • newly discovered 
and annexed for the Crown by Captain James 
Cook in 1770, was chosen as the new depository 
of prisoners. And so it came about that 
Captain Arthur Phillips was sent with the 
consignment of some 750 convicts in the "Firat 
Fleet" to establish a British Penal Colony in 
this distant • empty land on January 26 • 1788. 
The landing marked the birth of the 
Commonwealth of Australia which developed into 
one of the most robust progenies of British 
colonisation. 

Among the first contingent of "involuntary 
settlers" were eight Jews and possibly a few 
more, forming at least one percent of the 
initial settlement. Most of the Jewish 
convicts were guilty of petty crimes • such as 
pick-pocketing, shop-lifting and receiving 
stolen goods, and came from the poor and 
squalid quarters of immigrant families in 
London. Very few were hard and violent 
criminals. 

Life in the early days of the Colony was cruel 
and crude, the treatment of the convicts was 
often brutal and Jews shared in its trials and 
deficiencies. Gradually, an orderly, 
civilized and prosperous society began to 
emerge in which Jews played their part as 
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pioneers and men of skill and enterprise. 

In the course of the 80-odd years of convict 
transportation no fewer than 160,000 prisoners 
were brought to Australia; about one half of 
one percent were Jews. The grim physical and 
social conditions in the first decades were 
such that it was difficult to organize Jewish 
religious life among the ex-convicts. 
Moreover • they were dispersed over vast areas. 
But the Jews retained their identity, and with 
their traditional skills and moral resilience 
many did particularly well, r1a1ng to 
positions of responsibility and honour amidst 
a society which was generally leas prejudiced 
than the staid motherland. 

Let me .ention a few of the "successes" 
attained by Jewish eaancipiata, i.e. freed 
convicts, in the new environment: A "F:rat 
Fleet" able, young Jewish girl of 17 from 
London, sentenced for stealing aOIRe silk lace, 
eventually becaae the wife of the ec..anding 
Officer of the New South Wales Corps and, for 
a time, Lieutenant-Governor of the Colony. 
She is the ancestor of several non-Jewish 
prominent families and civic leaders in 
Australia. 

A "First Fleet" young 1'18n who stole eight 
silver spoons, was sentenced to death and then 
transported to Australia where be becaae the 
adviser and principal of the "Night Watch" and 
holder of the first liquor license in the 
Colony. 

A young Jew condemned to death for breaking in 
and whose sentence was commuted to 
transportation, did particularly well in 
business and was instrumental in forming a 
minyan in Sydney, became the first Jewish 
alderman of Sydney and was described as "a 
pillar of the Jewish co11111unity." 

A Jewish convict rose to the position of Chief 
Constable in several townships and was the 
owner of several newspapers. One of his 
descendants became Speaker · Of the Tasmanian 
House of Assembly. 

The man who stole a handkerchief and was 
sentenced to transportation bad tried twice to 
escape and took part in a robbery • but became 
a most successful financier and landowner. 

These few examples suffice to demonstrate the 
singularity of the genesis of the Jewish 
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The painting, 'The Founding of Australia,' by 
Algernon Talmage, re-creates the scene of the 
unfurling of the British flag at Sydney Cove 
on Sydney Harbour, on the First Fleet's 

Community in unique circumstances. 

Gradually the Jews began to congregate and to 
organize themselves. The first recorded 
public act of Jewish worship took place in 
1817. It was a burial service at the funeral 
of one of the convicts. A "Holy Brotherhood," 
the traditional voluntary chevra kadisha, was 
formed to perform the burial rites, even 
though no Jewish cemetery existed then and 
Jews had to be buried in the Christian 
cemetery until 1820 when a "Jewish Section" 
for the internment of Jews was set aside in 
the general cemetery. 

In the 
conditions 
attracting 
enterprise 
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arrival. Among the original consignment of 
some 750 convicts were at least eight Jews, 
most convicted in England of petty crimes. 

Courtesy Australian Information Service. 

merchants joined the stream, and by 1830 there 
were some 50 Jewish free settlers in the 
Colony, men of good standing and education in 
search of economic opportunities and often 
representatives of established British firms. 
With them a new phase began in the history of 
the Community. Many came with their families 
and with the necessary means to establish 
themselves in secure conditions. They were 
better educated Jewishly and keen to preserve 
their religion and to perpetuate the 
Anglo-Jewish traditions as part of their 
lives. 

In 1828 a young religious Jew with the 
knowledge to conduct services arrived from 
England and addressed the Congregation; he 
also carried the authority of the Chief Rabbi 
i n London to perform Jewish marriages. He 
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organized regular religious services held in 
private premises on Sabbath and Festivals. By 
1832 the number was high enough to form an 
organized congregation and the first president 
was none other than the nephew of Sir Moses 
Montefiore, the world famous Jewish 
philanthropist of the 19th century. Mr. J. B. 
Montefiore, was a successful pastoralist, 
businessman and pioneer. Very few women were 
either transported or came freely to this 
distant Colony. Jewish men had no choice but 
to marry non-Jewish women although many were 
sincerely anxious to retain their religion and 
their traditions even at great sacrifice. The 
Press reports that the Jews shut their shops 
on the Festivals, baked their own matzot, held 
a communal Seder and sent Passover food 
parcels to the Jewish convicts in Norfolk 
Island, an isolated settlement for difficult 
prisoners .' But the obstacles to a full Jewish 
life were formidable. The community was 
scattered over vast areas and some had to 
travel hundreds of kilometers in order to 
attend a Festival Service in Sydney. 

Nonetheless, heroic efforts were made to 
maintain congregational life and in 1837 they 
were able to hire a building and convert it 
into a synagogue with a traditional gallery. 
In 1844 a beautiful synagogue, the first to be 
built specifically as a synagogue, was 
consecrated with a very successful ex-convict 
as president. 

I shall conclude this very sketchy report on 

the genesis of Jewish life in this vast 
continent by relating a fascinating episode 
that occurred in 1830. One of the convicts 
was married to a lady from a wealthy family 
who refused to follow her husband to 
Australia. She wanted a divorce, but there 
was no competent scholar in Sydney to write a 
"get" at the behest of her husband. The Chief 
Rabbi of London had to send one of the Dayanim 
of the London Bet Din, Rabbi Aaron Levy, to 
Sydney to effectuate the Jewish divorce! 
After a journey of some four months, Rabbi 
Levy arrived in Sydney and fulfilled his 
mission as planned. He returned to London 
with the "get" and delivered it into the hands 
of the wife. During the five months he stayed 
in Australia he helped to unite the community, 
formalized religious worship and corrected 
errors which had crept into the Services. He 
also left with the new congregation the Sefer 
Torah, the Scroll of the Law, he had carried 
with him, and some Hebrew books. Within two 
years of his visit the viable, formal 
congregation was constituted. The direct 
successor of this congregation is the Sydney 
Great Synagogue, the Mother Congregation of 
Australian Jewry which it was my privilege to 
serve for 33 years. 

(Ed. Note: An expanded version 
was told by Rabbi Porush at the 
Seminar and is available on 

of this story 
International 

tape. See 
announcement under TRIAD in Miscellany 
section). 

Proposal for a Jewish Soundex Code 
Gary Mokotoff 

Nothing is more frustrating to a genealogist 
than a potential source of information which is 
useless because it lacks an index. It is 
equally frustrating, however, when the source 
is indexed but informati~n cannot be found 
because the name or place being searched is 
alphabetized improperly or the researcher does 
not have the correct spelling. This often 
happens with Jewish (Eastern European) names 
and places which can have a spelling variant 
(1) of the native tongue, (2) of Yiddish and 
quite often (3) of other phonetic variations. 

The United States National Archives addressed 
this problem some years ago by utilizing a 
Soundex code which indexes names, not by the 
way they are spelled but instead, by how they 
sound. The Soundex system has two major 
features. First, all vowels are dropped prior 
to indexing. Second, similar sounding letters 
are "alphabetized" together. This system is 
used to index all U.S. censuses and immigrant 
ship arrival lists. For those readers not 
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familiar with the Soundex system the formula is 
briefly described below. 

Take the name to be Soundexed and drop the 
letters a, e, i, o, u, h, y and w which appear 
after the initial letter of the name. To 
develop the Soundex code, save the initial 
letter of the name and convert all remaining 
characters (the consonants) to their numeric 
equivalent as shown in the chart in figure 1. 
If in the original name there were two 
consecutive consonants that convert to the same 
numeric code, drop one of them. The Soundex 
code then becomes the ini t ia 1 letter followed 
by the first three numbers obtained from the 
conversion chart. If there are fewer than 
three numbers, the remaining positions are 
filled with zeros. 

For example, to convert the name "Lipschitz" to 
a Soundex code, you drop the vowels plus the 
letter h leaving the letters "Lpsctz". Using 
the chart in figure 1, you convert all the 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------- ---

Code 
Oaalt 
0 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

riaure 1 
Sounda Code 

Letter of Al2babet 
A, E, I, 0, U, Y, H, 
No more letters 
B, F, P, v 
c, G, J, K, Q, s, X, 
o, T, 
L 
M, N 
R 

w 

z 

reuinina consonants except the first to their 
numeric equivalent which now aivea "Ll2232". 
Because there are two consecutive consonanta l in 
the oriainal name that Soundex to the same 
value ( ac became 22) , one of the numbers is 
dropped leavina a "Ll232". The Soundex code is 
the first four characters, namely "Ll23", and 
all persona who spell their name "Lipschitz" 
will be found in the Ll23 section of the file. 

The follovina apellina variants of Lipschitz 
all Soundex to the same code (Ll23): Lipschitz, 
Lipahita, Lipahitz, Lipacheutz, Lipschutz. 
However the variant Lipazyc which sounds 
exactly like Lipahitz, baa a Soundex code of 
Ll22. If your relative spelled his name 
Lipazyc and you did not know it, you probably 
would never find him in census or arrival 
records. This is especially likely to occur 
with arrival recorda before the relative has 
had the opportunity to "Americanize" the 
apellina of his name. 

This author recently computerized the names of 
more than 27,000 persons who leaally chanaed 
their names while livina in Palestine under the 
British mandate from 1921-1948. From this list 
over 17,000 unique apellina variants, including 
the variants of Lipschitz above, were applied 
to the Soundex system in order to create an 
index of all names on file. The system had 
major flaws dealina with East European Jewish 
names. 

The letter "w", a vowel in the Soundex system, 
has the same sound as the letter "v" or "f" in 
Jewish names. The surname "Mokotoff" has a 
Soundex code of M231, but the original Polish 
spell ina was "Mokotov". When research ina ships' 
passenger lists at the National Archives, it 
was necessary to look under M230 which is the 
Soundex code for this second spelling variant. 
Not only was this time consuming, but it also 
had the disadvantage that the researcher might 
not have known about this alternate spelling 
and therefore might have concluded that all 
recorda for the Mokotoff family were located 
under M231. 

Another problem is that 
preceded or succeeded by 
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the letter j when 
a consonant should 

assume the attribute of 
letter i. For example, 
also be spelled Lajtman. 

a vowel, usually the 
the name Laitman can 

Certain double consonants which do not Soundex 
to the same code should be treated as a ainale 
consonant. In the sequence of consonants "tch" 
the t i"s silent as in the name Tcharny or 
Kretchman. 

Finally, the current Soundex code puts too much 
weight on the initial letter of ttie naae. This 
is especially true when the initial letter is a 
vowel where spell ina of naaes '1118kes virtually 
every vowel interchangeable. For example, the 
names Amdur, Emdur and Omdur are apellina 
variants of the same name, but have different 
Soundex codes because of the weiaht of the 
initial letter. It is equally trye that an 
initial letter of c, a or z is often 
interchangeable. 

This author recently requested a Paae of 
Teat imony fr011 Yad Vas hem for a person named 
Zuckerman and was amazed to aet the copy back 
with a apellina of Cuker.an (pronounced 
Tzukerman in Polish). 

As a consequence, 
modification to the 
more accommodatina 
names. 

fiaure 
Soundex 

to East 

2 proposes a 
system which ia 
European Jewish 

Code 
Omlt 

0 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

riaure 2 
Jeviab SoUDda Code 

Letter of Alfbabet 
In any poait1on but initial 
letter A, E, I, O, U, Y, H 
Initial letter A, E, I, 0, 
U, Y, H or no more letters 
B, F, P, V, W 
C, K, Q, S, X, Z, TS, TZ, TC 
D, T 
L 
M, M 
R 
G, also J or H when bounded 
by vowels 

All letters, including initial letter, are 
converted to a numeric code. 

The rules were applied to the 17,000 names from 
the Palestine Gazette. Shown below are some 
examples of how names which would have been 
dispersed under the conventional Soundex system 
came together under the revised system. 

Code 0264 
Ashriel Asrielian Asriely Azriel 
Azrieli Ezrieli Ezriely Israel 
Israelevitc Israeli lsraelit lsraelith 
Israelly lsraeloff Israelowitz Iaraelski 
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Israelson Israelstan Israely Israi leff 
Isserles Izrael Izaraela Izraelewicz 
Izraelewits Izraeli Israelit Izraelith 
Izraelits Izraelovici Izraely Izrail 
Is reel i Yakarliel Yisraeli Yisraelith 
Yizraeli Yizraely Yizreeli 

Code 43SS 
Lajtman Latman Lautman Leitman 
Litmanovitz Littman Littmann Lutman 

Code 2265 
Cikerman Cukermanis Cukierman IC.aiserman 
IC.asarnovsky IC.assierer Sakran Sichermann 
Sitzerman Skurnik Szczeranski Tzukerman 
Zachar ian Zachar in Zakarian Zichrony 
Zitzerman Zuckerman Zuckermann Zuckerman 
Zukrnik 

It can be anticipated that future Soundex 
systems may be even more sophisticated than the 
proposed Soundex code shown in figure 2. A 
principal advantage of the National Archives 
system is that it is easy to use because it bas 
few rules. This made it easy to manually 
encode the various lists that use the system. 
It is equally easy for the user to manually 
encode the search information which uses the 
index. 

However, we are now in the age of computers and 
can anticipate that any future indexed lists 
will also be computerized. This will permit 
far more sophisticated indexing schemes because 
not only will the encoding be done by the 
computer but the searching too. Some years 
from now a researcher may be able to go to a 
computer terminal and access a base of 
information which is Soundexed. After the 
researcher keys in the search in format ion, the 

computer will ask which geographic region the 
name comes from. Based on the answer, as well 
as the answers to other quest ions the computer 
will ask, the researcher will discover 
alternate methods to retrieve the information. 
The computer will display all names which 
Soundex to the same value as the search 
argument. The researcher will then point to 
the names of interest and the computer will 
retrieve the actual records. 

Some other potential rules are: 

1. The Soundex rules are vague about whether 
three consecutive consonants which have 
the same code collapse to a single digit. 
For example the name Glickstein has the 
sequence "cks" all of which have the 
Soundex value of 2. It would appear the 
rule should be that it collapses to a 
single digit. This would allow it to the 
same value as the name Glikstein. 

2. An important consideration in developing a 
Soundex system is to separate as much as 
possible names which do not have the same 
sound. It would appear that the letters h, 
y and j should be treated as consonants if 
they are bounded by vowels. For · example, 
the names Cohen and Dayan. 

3. To further separate names which do not have 
the same sound, expand the code froe four 
digits to five. 

4. The letter h when preceded by certain 
consonants should be treated as a 
consonant. These letters are b, d, f, 1, 
m, n and r. Example : Feldheim, 
Scharfhartz, Wilheim. 

Archival Publications as Sources of Data 
eleanor Judd 

As a standard feature of AVOTAYNU, 
Contributing Editor Eleanor Judd will abstract 
genealogically relevant information from the 
newsletters of the American Jewish Historical 
Society, Leo Baeck Institute, the Philadelphia 
Jewish Archives Center, Rocky Mountain Jewish 
Historical Society, Western Jewish History 
Center and YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. 
Rabbi Malcolm Stern will do the same for the 
United States National Archives and the 
American Jewish Archives. Publications 
appearing during the first six months of 1985 
will be reviewed in our July issue; the last 
six months of '85 wi 11 be covered in January 
1986. 

Following are samples 

AVOTAYNU Volume I, Number 

of genealogically 

J anuary 1985 

relevant material found in these publications; 

American Jewish History, 
An American Historical 
publication. 

September 1984. 
Society quarterly 

A review essay on American Jewish 
Biographies edited by Murray Polner (Mew 
York: Lakeville Press), 1982. "A team headed 
by Murray Polner, the editor of Present Tense 
Magazine, bas selected 506 contemporaries 'who 
have distinguished themselves either in 
American life or American Jewish life."' The 
review is critical of some selections and 
omissions but for our purposes, 506 is many 
names! 

Philadelphia Jewish Archives Center 
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