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Cast of Characters



THE SASSOON FAMILY


David Sassoon (1792–1864). The patriarch. Scion of a prominent Jewish family from Baghdad, he and his eight sons built a business empire across Asia. Though he never learned Chinese or English, he piloted his family to dominate the China trade, subdue and shape Shanghai, control the opium business, bankroll the future king of England, and advise prime ministers.


Elias Sassoon (1820–1880). A loner, thin and bespectacled, Elias established the Sassoons’ business in Shanghai and eventually across China. Not even a bitter falling-out with his elder brother that split the family could slow his business success.


Flora Sassoon (1859–1936). The wife of one of David’s eight sons. A brilliant scholar and businesswoman, Flora took over the Sassoon business in Bombay and Shanghai when her husband died, working from her home because women in India at the time weren’t allowed to even visit business offices. She succeeded beyond all expectations until her brothers-in-law threw her out in a family coup.


Rachel Sassoon Beer (1858–1927). One of a string of talented Sassoon women, she was socially progressive and an early feminist who crusaded against anti-Semitism and rose to become the most powerful female journalist in England, editing The Observer and The Sunday Times. Yet she was scorned by her family and died alone of depression after being declared insane.


Victor Sassoon (1881–1961). Billionaire playboy, crippled at age thirty, Victor transformed Shanghai into a world-class city, bankrolled the Nationalist government, defied the Japanese, and saved thousands of Jewish refugees fleeing Nazism. Yet a friend said about him, “Victor always made the wrong decision at the wrong time in the wrong place.”


Emily Hahn (1905–1997). An American writer for The New Yorker, based in Shanghai. She became Victor Sassoon’s lover and companion and saw before he did the rise of the Communists and the inequalities of colonial Shanghai. Victor, jealous of Hahn’s affair with a Chinese writer, didn’t listen to her.


THE KADOORIE FAMILY


Elly Kadoorie (1865–1944). Elly started out as a student and employee of the Sassoons, but he quickly set out to seek his own fortune. Always an outsider, he built alliances with Chinese revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen, immigrants like himself, and local Chinese, accumulating a fortune that made him one of the richest and most powerful men in Asia.


Laura Kadoorie (1859–1919). Born into a rich and powerful British family, Laura left it all behind to marry Elly and move to China. In Shanghai, she survived wars, was witness to the poverty and the transformation of Shanghai, and became the most emancipated woman in the city. Her death shattered the family and turned her into a figure of fascination and reverence for the Chinese.


Lawrence Kadoorie (1899–1993). Elly and Laura’s eldest son. Sturdy, with powerful shoulders and a love for fast cars, Lawrence had dreams of becoming a lawyer but was forced into the family business by his father. Refusing to abandon China after the Communists seized Shanghai, he rebuilt the family fortune in Hong Kong and was embraced by Deng Xiaoping and the Chinese when China emerged from isolation in the 1970s.


Horace Kadoorie (1902–1995). Lawrence’s younger brother. Shy where his brother was gregarious; tall and thin where his brother was five-footnine and built like a boxer. A lifelong bachelor, Horace lived with his father in Shanghai’s largest mansion and then in a country house away from the center of Hong Kong. He and his brother shared an extraordinary bond, and together they saved 18,000 Jewish refugees who fled Nazism and later helped 360,000 Chinese who fled communism rebuild their lives in Hong Kong.


IN CHINA


Jardine, Matheson & Co. (1832–). A great British trading house created to trade opium with China. Its leaders persuaded Great Britain to invade China and open Shanghai to foreigners. Outmaneuvered by the better business tactics and technology of the Sassoons, the company abandoned the opium trade in the 1870s and resented the Sassoons for the next half century.


Robert Hotung (1862–1956). The richest man in early twentieth-century Hong Kong. He became a business ally and friend of Elly Kadoorie. The two outsiders launched a series of corporate raids on the British establishment in Shanghai that gave them control of vast parts of the city.


Silas Hardoon (1851–1931). A Baghdad expatriate like the Sassoons, Hardoon was hired by the family to work for the Sassoon company in Shanghai. He quit in 1920 and became a real estate magnate.


Sun Yat-sen (1866–1925). China’s George Washington, Sun led the revolution that overthrew the Chinese empire. He formed an early alliance with Elly Kadoorie that benefited both, and the relationship between the families persisted into the twenty-first century, cementing the relationship between the Kadoories and China.


Madame Sun Yat-sen, also known as Soong Qing-ling (1893–1981). Wife of Sun Yat-sen, educated in the United States, a convert to communism, an agile diplomat. Madame Sun rose to become vice president of Communist China and China’s liaison to many in the West—including the Kadoories.


Ho Feng-Shan (1901–1997). A Chinese diplomat stationed in Vienna during World War II, Ho issued thousands of exit visas to Jews fleeing the Nazis, many of whom escaped to Shanghai.


Rong Family (1873–). China’s most successful businessmen, they learned from the Sassoons and the Kadoories starting in the nineteenth century and rode the waves of politics in China from capitalism to communism and back to capitalism. Their connections with the Kadoories helped transform Hong Kong, but their rise also threatened the power of the Kadoories as China became more assertive in the twenty-first century.


Koreshige Inuzuka (1890–1965). An anti-Semitic Japanese captain, Inuzuka was flattered and wooed by Victor Sassoon into protecting 18,000 Jewish refugees who fled to Shanghai during World War II.


Chiang Kai-Shek (1887–1975). Leader of the anticommunist Nationalist Chinese, Chiang manipulated Western businessmen, American politicians, and public opinion to support his crackdowns on dissidents and his civil war against Mao Zedong. His army was forced to flee Shanghai and abandon the mainland in 1949 and establish a new government on the island of Taiwan.


Mao Zedong (1893–1976). The Chinese Communist revolutionary was a tenant of Silas Hardoon. Mao Zedong loved Shanghai for its radicalism and hated it for its capitalism, and the city played a pivotal role for him and his wife, Jiang Qing, as they transformed China. His death paved the way for the return of the Kadoories to Shanghai and the city’s reevaluation of the Sassoons.


Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997). The leader of China from 1978 to 1992, he was determined to modernize China. He ordered officials to reach out to Lawrence Kadoorie to build China’s first nuclear plant and welcomed the Kadoories back into the circle of power at the Great Hall of the People.
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The Bund in Shanghai in the 1930s





Introduction



It was a muggy late-summer day in 1979 when I stepped out of the Shanghai heat into the cool marble lobby of the Peace Hotel.


I was twenty-three years old, a fledgling foreign correspondent on assignment. The United States had just established diplomatic relations with China after thirty years of the Cold War. China had begun opening itself to the world. The hotel sat on a curve of the Bund, the pedestrian promenade that runs along the busy Huangpu River waterfront. Its façade, like the prow of a mighty ship, jutted toward the sea, anchoring a skyline of art deco buildings that overlooked the river below. China was preserved in amber, circa 1949, the year the Communists seized power and “liberated” the country from capitalism and foreign invasions. Everything was cast in black and white. No billboards or advertising or colorful storefronts enlivened the streets. Sturdy, thick, black-framed bicycles thronged the roadways, interrupted occasionally by boxy black roadsters. White lace curtains on the passenger windows of limousines hid the Communist Party officials inside. Chinese men and women alike wore white shirts and stiff dark-blue Mao suits draped over their frames. All the clothes looked one size too big. For thirty years, China had been cut off from the world, certainly from most Americans. “Red China” had fought the United States in the Korean War, sided with the North Vietnamese in the Vietnam War, denounced the United States as “running dogs” and “imperialists,” threatened nuclear war. Richard Nixon had broken China’s isolation seven years earlier with his presidential visit, but the country still felt alien and menacing. The Communist Chinese leader Mao Zedong had died three years earlier, in his final decade having presided over the chaos and near–civil war of the Cultural Revolution. His successors, led by Deng Xiaoping, had quickly arrested and jailed the radical “Gang of Four” headed by Mao’s widow, Jiang Qing, and her leftist Cultural Revolution followers, many of them from Shanghai.


Every conversation—with “ordinary” farmers and factory workers trotted out by government officials, with Communist Party bureaucrats, even with taxi drivers—began with a programmed denunciation of the toppled Gang of Four:


“Under the Gang of Four our cows never met their milk quota, but since the arrest of the Gang of Four, milk production is up 30 percent.”


“Under the Gang of Four our factory failed to meet our quota for textiles. Since the overthrow of the Gang of Four, our workers are more efficient, and we have tripled production.”


The meetings were so rote that at one point my fellow journalists and I donned Mao jackets and caps and staged sophomoric skits in our hotel rooms, away from the prying eyes of our official Chinese minders: “Under the Gang of Four my husband never had sex with me. Since the overthrow of the Gang of Four, we have sex three, four times a week!” More than twenty years later, when I returned to live in China as bureau chief of The Wall Street Journal, I talked to a Beijing taxi driver about this bizarre time. He laughed. “I was driving a taxi back then, and they told us what to tell the foreigners: ‘Under the Gang of Four, blah-blah-blah.’”


If Shanghai back in 1979 was a black-and-white movie with stilted dialogue, stepping into the Peace Hotel was like entering a 1940s movie. In color. With French subtitles.


Chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceilings. Wall sconces ran along corridors leading from the lobby, illuminating the path to marble and carpeted stairways. Off in a corner, a poster advertised a nightly jazz band.


I walked toward the bank of elevators. An elderly bellhop, dressed in white pants, a cropped white jacket, and a small white cap, stepped up to me.


“Puis-je vous aider? Que voulez-vous voir?” Can I help you? What would you like to see?


“Je ne parle pas français,” I stammered back in long-forgotten highschool French.


“Quel dommage,” he said with a smile. What a pity.


What was this place? What was this relic of European luxury—even hedonism—embalmed in a city, and a country, that thirty years of Communist totalitarianism had turned drab, egalitarian, regimented, and a little kooky?


A decade passed before I visited Shanghai again. It was 1989, a few days after the Tiananmen Square massacre that killed hundreds of students in Beijing and sent the rest of China into shock and armed lockdown. I spent much of my time speaking furtively to students and other Chinese. One of the few official visits I was allowed was a tour of the “Children’s Palace.” I knew it would be an innocuous and obviously staged contrast to the anger that was seething outside: Chinese children playing piano and taking ballet lessons—a forced normalcy.


I was right about the propaganda, but the “palace” overwhelmed me. It was a European-style mansion, a “great house” that wouldn’t have been out of place on the outskirts of Paris or London. There was marble everywhere; there were soaring ceilings and elaborate chandeliers, sumptuous room after sumptuous room with inlaid wooden floors, elegant wainscoting, and fireplaces. A sweeping staircase led to a second floor. It felt like the home of a British noble family. That’s not surprising, my Chinese guide told me earnestly. For twenty-five years, from 1924 until the Communist takeover in 1949, it had been home to a rich British capitalist family—the Kadoories. I stopped. The Kadoories? I knew from my time in Hong Kong that the Kadoories—led by Sir Lawrence Kadoorie—were one of the city’s richest and most powerful families, owners of the legendary Peninsula Hotel with its elegant lobby, extravagant afternoon teas, and exquisite—and expensive—rooms. The Kadoories also owned Hong Kong’s largest electric company. And a stake in its cross-harbor tunnel. And the tram that ran up the Peak. They were “taipans”—a leftover colonial term that conveyed power and money and roots that stretched back to the Opium Wars.


They weren’t Chinese. I knew, in fact, that they were Jewish. The Kadoories had helped fund programs at the synagogue I had gone to in Hong Kong while I lived there as a reporter.


I didn’t have a chance to learn more about the Kadoories then. My reporting took me to Berlin, where I covered the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of communism in Russia and Eastern Europe. I didn’t return to China for almost fifteen years, even as it reemerged and twitched back to life.


In 2002, I found myself back in Shanghai to cover China’s rise as a global economic power for The Wall Street Journal. My reporting took me to a neighborhood away from the waterfront and away from the hustle and bustle of the business districts. China had begun to understand the virtues of tourism and had reopened a synagogue built by another Jewish family, the Sassoons, in the 1920s. The Communist government had turned the synagogue into a museum. Hebrew letters were carved over the entrance, but inside it was stripped bare of any signs of what it had once been. On the second floor was a small library with an elderly Chinese attendant. We sat down and chatted about his memories. He remembered that Jewish families had lived in Shanghai in 1949, before the revolution. He had worked for some of them, lighting their stoves, because, he said, they couldn’t do it for some reason on Saturdays. He had been, I realized, a “Shabbos goy,” a non-Jew hired by observant Jews to do certain tasks that Jewish law prevents them from doing on the Sabbath.


I asked him if he knew the name Sassoon. They were, I had learned, the rich family that had built and owned the Peace Hotel before the Communists seized power.


“Of course,” he said. “The Cathay Hotel.” He was using the name the hotel was given when it first opened, in the 1930s, before the Communists renamed it. “Everyone knew the name Sassoon,” he said, nodding emphatically.


The Communist Party had been founded in Shanghai, and the wealth enjoyed by the Sassoons was in stark contrast to the poverty, hunger, and desperation that had fueled the Communist victory. “Did you hate them, their wealth?” I asked. He nodded. That wasn’t surprising.


With memories still fresh of conversations I had had with elderly Germans and Czechs and Poles still poisoned by anti-Semitism, I asked gingerly, “Did you hate them because they were Jewish?”


He paused thoughtfully.


“No,” he said. “We hated them because they were British imperialists.”


Outside, as I left, I spotted two elderly Chinese women picking over fruit at a nearby market. They looked old enough that they might, like the caretaker, remember Shanghai before the Communists conquered the city in 1949.


I went up to them and, with the help of my Chinese assistant, explained that I was visiting the old synagogue building. Before “Liberation,” as the Chinese called the Communists’ 1949 victory, Jews might have lived in this neighborhood. Did they remember that?


“Have you come back for the furniture?” one of the women asked brightly.


“What do you mean?” I asked, baffled.


She heaved two sacks of groceries into her arms and, declining my offer to help carry them, brusquely directed us across the street and up a flight of stairs to the one room where she lived. It had clearly been part of a larger apartment at one time. Now the original apartment was chopped up into a series of rooms with dividers of plywood and fabric to accommodate a half-dozen families. A mahogany double bed predating World War II took up one corner of the room, a companion chest of drawers next to it.


“The Jewish people, they lived here,” she said. “Then they left. They left the furniture.” I quickly conferred with my Chinese assistant. Did she mean the Jews had been taken away, deported by the Chinese or the Japanese? Taken to camps or made to disappear or killed?


No, no, the woman explained. “They lived here during the war. After Liberation, the Jews stayed for a while, then they left. For Israel, for Palestine. Far away.” She pointed again at the mahogany bed and chest.


“Have you come back for the furniture?”


In a sense, I guess I had.


FOR DECADES, China’s Communist rulers have obscured the stories of the Sassoons and the Kadoories, two rival foreign families who journeyed to China in the nineteenth century and became dynasties. They painted the century these families shaped—from the end of the First Opium War in 1842 that opened China to the West to the Communist takeover in 1949—with the broad brush of propaganda. They erased history, and, like politicians the world over, mobilized support by invoking national myths and stories. In elementary school classrooms across China there is a poster that declares WU WANG GUO CHI—NEVER FORGET NATIONAL HUMILIATION. The Communist leadership wants schoolchildren to remember how foreigners like the Kadoories and the Sassoons lived in splendor, exploiting the Chinese working class and imprisoning Chinese citizens in squalor, ignorance, and a haze of opium. Only when Mao and his devoted army of Communist guerrillas toppled these rapacious capitalists did China stand on its feet again. As China’s power grows and its rivalry with the United States intensifies, understanding the stories that it tells itself matters. They can help us understand what makes China tick. Digging out the truth behind them also may suggest different ways of dealing with China, and of China dealing with the world.


There is much truth in the Chinese Communist version of history. But there are other truths as well. Shanghai was China’s melting pot, the crucible in which all the forces that shaped China—capitalism, communism, imperialism, foreigners, and nationalism—came together. By 1895, Shanghai had a modern tram system and gas works that rivaled London’s. By the 1930s, led by taipan Victor Sassoon, it had skyscrapers and a skyline that rivaled Chicago’s. It was the fourth-largest city in the world. While the rest of the world sank into the Great Depression, Chiang Kai-shek’s government worked with the Sassoons to stabilize the currency and create an export boom. Shanghai became China’s New York, the capital of finance, commerce, and industry. It also became China’s Los Angeles, the capital of popular culture. In the 1920s and 1930s, Shanghai’s publishing houses produced more than 10,000 pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines. Its film studios churned out hundreds of films, many of them set in the westernized city. Colleges flourished. So did politics. The International Concession of Shanghai was governed like a republic of business. A seven-member council made up of businessmen, including representatives of the Sassoons, ran the city independent of Chinese law. Paradoxically, that meant a relatively liberal political atmosphere—protecting Chinese activists, reformers, and radicals from heavy-handed Nationalist Chinese-government restrictions on free speech, communism, and protests. What would become Mao Zedong’s Communist Party held its first meeting in Shanghai, just a few miles from the business headquarters and mansions of the Sassoons and the Kadoories.


Together the Sassoons and the Kadoories helped shape a city that made them billionaires—and inspired and enabled a generation of Chinese businessmen to be successful capitalists and entrepreneurs. They helped create a thriving entrepreneurial culture, which the Communists wiped out in 1949. Victor Sassoon made Shanghai part of the “Grand Tour” that opened China to the world’s elites. His masked balls and his Cathay Hotel ballroom attracted Noël Coward, Charlie Chaplin, and American socialite Wallis Simpson, who reportedly learned in Shanghai the sexual techniques that would entice a king to leave his throne a few years later.


In the Roaring Twenties and the 1930s, middle-class and wealthy Chinese flocked to Shanghai, drawn by its economic opportunity and a life unavailable anywhere else in China: glamorous department stores, hotels, nightclubs, gambling casinos. After decades of stagnation and retreat before the British, Americans, French, and others, many Chinese believed that Shanghai was forging a new, dynamic Chinese culture—outward looking, cosmopolitan, prepared to embrace the twentieth century. The Sassoons and the Kadoories helped open the world to China—and opened China to the world.


When the Japanese invaded China and joined Germany as an Axis power, the Sassoons and the Kadoories joined forces and achieved one of the miracles of World War II. As 18,000 European Jews traveled 5,000 miles from Berlin and Vienna and streamed into Shanghai fleeing Nazism, Victor Sassoon negotiated secretly with the Japanese while Nazi representatives urged the Japanese occupiers to pile Jewish refugees onto barges and sink them in the middle of the Huangpu River. Together, the Sassoons and the Kadoories did something that Jews in Europe and Palestine and even the United States couldn’t do: they protected every Jewish refugee who set foot in their city, among them thousands of children—including Michael Blumenthal, who would grow up to be U.S. treasury secretary; the artist Peter Max; Hollywood executive Michael Medavoy; and Harvard Law School professor Laurence Tribe.


When the Communists conquered Shanghai and seized the Kadoories’ and the Sassoons’ hotels and mansions and factories, the Kadoories retreated to the British colony of Hong Kong on China’s southern tip. The Sassoons fled to London and the Bahamas and even Dallas, Texas. But they never stopped thinking about Shanghai.


The world of this book, much like our world today, was defined by innovation and globalization, growing inequality and political turmoil. Long before Mark Zuckerberg, Steve Jobs, Microsoft, and Google grappled with how to deal with China and political pressures in the United States, the Sassoons and the Kadoories, with their offices in Shanghai, Hong Kong, Bombay, and London, mastered the global economy and struggled with the moral and political dilemmas of working with China. Both the Sassoons and the Kadoories showed the great things that business, especially enlightened business, could do. They went where governments wouldn’t, or couldn’t, go. Their decisions changed the lives of hundreds of millions of people. The Sassoons helped stabilize China’s economy in the 1930s when the rest of the world was falling into depression. They trained a generation of Chinese in global capitalism, paving the way for China’s astonishing success today. The Kadoories brought electricity to millions of people in Hong Kong, transforming regions where the pace of life hadn’t changed in hundreds of years. The Kadoorie family’s decision after 1949 to partner in Hong Kong with Chinese factory owners from Shanghai who were fleeing communism opened global markets, ignited Hong Kong’s growth, and helped set the stage for the export boom that in the twenty-first century would make China the world’s factory floor.


And yet, for all their political and economic acumen, the Sassoons and the Kadoories missed the Communist revolution that was brewing right outside their offices and lush living rooms in Shanghai. When, to their astonishment, the Communists triumphed in 1949, the Sassoons and the Kadoories lost almost everything. They left behind a legacy that haunts China’s relations with the United States and the rest of the world to this day. Not a museum visit or tour of China or business meeting or diplomatic negotiation ends without a reference to the history of foreign exploitation and imperialism in China, the humiliation China endured, the determination that it will never happen again. From the anger over the opium trade to the dramatic skyline of Shanghai’s Bund and the tensions over the future of Hong Kong, the history and legacy of these families hang over nearly every decision China makes today.


Readers may note that while China stands at the center of this narrative, Chinese characters often stand at the periphery. This reflects the peculiar colonial world these families inhabited. Even while living in Shanghai they dealt with the Chinese at a distance, separated by language, wealth, and colonial stereotypes. It is revealing that no Chinese ever penetrated the inner circle of either family and, in almost two hundred years of living in China, none of the Sassoons or the Kadoories bothered to learn Chinese. At the same time, their distance from most Chinese made it easy for China and especially Communist leaders and historians to dismiss or caricature these families and minimize their impact and influence. One of the goals of this book is to embrace this complexity and help us understand the choices the Kadoories and the Sassoons made. Many of their actions were in keeping with the times, or were more progressive than the times, even when driven by profit or paternalism. In other cases, they were blind to the consequences and accepted the colonial assumptions of the time. Their own Jewish background complicated how they navigated among these different worlds. The story that follows isn’t the story of China since 1840; rather, it restores part of the mosaic of Chinese history.


As China embarks on what many consider to be the Chinese century, sending students and businesses and visitors abroad, its leaders shun the complexity of history. They like portraying China, even as it rises, as a historical victim. Had China remained poor, weak, and isolated, the story of Shanghai and the Sassoons and the Kadoories might be a curiosity, an alternative history of what might have been. But the issues China faces today—working with foreigners; inequality and corruption; finding a place in the world; balancing nationalism and openness, democracy and political control, diversity and change—were the issues that shaped Shanghai and confronted the Kadoories and the Sassoons every day. As much as the Kadoories and the Sassoons, Shanghai—its growth, its development, its struggles and contradictions—is a character in this book.


Few countries are given a second chance. The story of China in the twentieth century, and the twenty-first, is of a great power that fell, driven into decline by internal corruption, Western colonialism, and Japanese imperialism, and then fought to rise again. If China succeeds, it will not be just because it emulates the spirit of Beijing, center of China’s political power, with a leadership that embraces a repressive state and quashes dissent. It will be because it also emulates Shanghai, the elegant, industrious, sophisticated, outward looking, and cosmopolitan city, and the merchant princes—now forgotten—who helped yank China into the modern era. For more than sixty years, Shanghai—and China—hid that history away in closets and cupboards, in the yellowing papers of old office safes, and in stories whispered over tea in shuttered rooms and at kitchen tables.


In 2014, the Fairmont hotel chain was hired by a Chinese hotel company to restore Victor Sassoon’s once-elegant Cathay Hotel overlooking the Bund. Returning there soon after, I was taken up a narrow flight of stairs off the lobby to a room filled with glass cabinets and display cases. Soon after buying the hotel, the new owners had placed a small advertisement in a local Chinese newspaper seeking antiques and artifacts from the hotel’s glory days in the 1930s. They expected a couple of old menus, perhaps, or a souvenir ashtray. Hundreds of Shanghainese responded. They deluged the hotel with embossed dishes, crystal glasses, and elegantly printed menus. They sent in photographs of Chinese women in floor-length, formfitting cheongsams and Chinese men in Western suits celebrating weddings and birthdays in the hotel dining room—Sir Victor Sassoon, every inch the British aristocrat, hovering with his monocle and walking stick in the background. Fifty years of communism had put China through revolution, famine, and the Cultural Revolution. Yet, like the woman I met at the food stall who slept in a Western bed every night, hundreds of Chinese families had saved these pieces of the past in apartment closets scattered across Shanghai—a memory, a dream of Shanghai that once promised a different China.


This is their furniture, too.





PART ONE



Shanghai Calling
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David Sassoon





1



The Patriarch


Through the darkened streets, the richest man in Baghdad fled for his life.


Just hours earlier, David Sassoon’s father had ransomed him from the jail where Baghdad’s Turkish rulers had imprisoned him, threatening to hang him if the family did not pay an exorbitant tax bill. Now a boat lay waiting to take thirty-seven-year-old David to safety. He tied a money belt around his waist and donned a cloak. Servants had sewn pearls inside the lining. “Only his eyes showed between the turban and a high-muffled cloak as he slipped through the gates of the city where generations of his kin had once been honored,” a family historian wrote. It was 1829. His family had lived in Baghdad as virtual royalty for more than eight hundred years.


Jews fleeing oppressive rulers was a common historical theme even by the nineteenth century. Jews had been expelled from Britain in 1290, from Spain in 1492. Venice had ordered them confined to ghettos starting in 1516. The horrors of the Holocaust were yet to come.


The flight of David Sassoon was different. Jews had always lived at the margins of society in Europe. But for more than a thousand years, Jews had flourished in Baghdad, known in the Bible as Babylon. More than any city in Europe, more than Jerusalem, Baghdad was a crossroads of cultures from A.D. 70 to the 1400s. When Europe was mired in the darkness of the Middle Ages, Baghdad was one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world. It was home to some of the world’s leading mathematicians, theologians, poets, and doctors. Raw wool, copper, and spices traveled along caravan routes across the desert. Pearls and silverware filled the bazaars. Merchants, doctors, and artists gathered in Baghdad’s coffeehouses. The ruler’s palace sat surrounded by three square miles of wooded parkland, with fountains and lakes stocked with fish.


Within this world, Jews flourished. They first arrived in 587 B.C., when Babylon’s King Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem and, upon victory, carried 10,000 Jewish artisans, scholars, and leaders—Judaism’s best and brightest—to Baghdad into what the Bible dubbed “the Babylonian Captivity.” The book of Psalms famously documented the despair of these displaced Jews:




By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down


Yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion.





In fact, “the Babylonian Captivity” changed the course of Jewish history. Jewish learning and religious innovation blossomed, giving Jews the religious, political, and economic tools—and a way of thinking—they would use to survive and thrive around the world over the next millennia and through to today. It marked the start of the Jewish diaspora: the dispersal—and survival—of Jews around the world, even when they made up just a small sliver of the population. Rabbis modified Jewish ritual practices to accommodate Judaism to modern life and enable Jews to participate in business. Though he had kidnapped the Jews into captivity, Nebuchadnezzar didn’t treat them as slaves. He turned to the Jews to strengthen Baghdad’s economy. He encouraged them to become merchants and trade between the different parts of his sprawling kingdom. So important were Jews to Baghdad’s business life that many non-Jews working in trade and finance didn’t go to the office on Saturdays, the Jewish Sabbath. When the Persians conquered Baghdad and offered the Jews the chance to return to Jerusalem, only a few accepted. Most decided to stay. Baghdad’s Jews considered themselves the Jewish aristocracy. Like Jews in London and New York centuries later, Baghdad’s Jews may have yearned to return to Jerusalem in their Saturday prayers at their local synagogue, but the other six days a week, they grasped the opportunities around them and built a thriving metropolis.


Presiding over this dynamic, self-confident community—leading it and nurturing it—stood the Sassoons. Trading gold and silk, spices and wool across the Middle East, the Sassoons became Baghdad’s richest merchants. Starting in the late 1700s, the Ottoman Turks appointed the leader of the Sassoon family as “Nasi,” or “Prince of the Jews”—their intermediary in dealing with Baghdad’s influential Jewish population. Preserved among the Sassoon family papers are memoranda in Turkish and Arabic that testify to the sweep of the Nasi’s power. The Nasi Sassoon blessed marriages and resolved religious disputes. The Nasi also played a key role in advising the Ottoman ruler, especially in economic matters. He negotiated loans, planned budgets, devised and collected new taxes. He was the de facto secretary of the treasury, charged with building a modern financial system. When the Nasi traveled to meet Baghdad’s Turkish ruler at the royal palace, he was carried on a throne through the streets; Jews and non-Jews alike respectfully bowed their heads.


Buoyed by these connections, the Sassoons built a multinational economic empire that extended from Baghdad across the Persian Gulf and Asia. The family stocked Baghdad’s bazaars with a rich cornucopia of products and sent members of their extended family to travel among the Bedouin tribes to buy their wool in exchange for cotton garments, shoes, and spices. Merchants from across the Middle East and from India and China passed through the Nasi’s luxurious home and compound. They lounged in his walled courtyard, shaded by orange trees, to escape the 120-degree heat. Underground storerooms held the family’s gold.


In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as their wealth and fortune expanded, the Sassoons became accustomed to business allies and rivals calling them “the Rothschilds of Asia” for the rapid way their wealth and influence spread across China, India, and Europe. But privately they considered the comparison misleading—and a little demeaning. In the Sassoons’ minds, the Rothschilds were arrivistes—a poor family that in one generation had leapt from the ghettos of Europe to business prominence and political influence. The Sassoons may have been unknown to the Chinese emperor, the Indian raj, or the British royal family, but they had been rich, prominent, and powerful for centuries.


David Sassoon was born in 1792 and trained from childhood to become the future Nasi. He was a business prodigy with an extraordinary gift for languages. At thirteen, he started accompanying his father to the “counting houses”—the forerunners of banks and accounting firms—where the Sassoon revenues were calculated. When the bazaars opened in the morning, his father sent him down to learn how to calculate in different currencies and master disparate systems of weights and measures. He was tutored at home in Hebrew (the language of religion), Turkish (the language of government), Arabic (the language of Baghdad), and Persian (the language of Middle Eastern trade). He sat in on evening visits from representatives of the British East India Company newly arrived from Bombay, who encouraged the Sassoons to expand their trade to India—though he never bothered to learn English. Six feet tall, David stood head and shoulders over his family and the people he would one day lead. His community approved of David’s planned elevation; he radiated trust and authority and, as was the custom, he entered an arranged marriage with the daughter of a prosperous merchant when he was fifteen. His wife swiftly gave birth to four sons.


As David was preparing to assume his vaunted role as Nasi, the comfortable position the Sassoons and the Jews of Baghdad had enjoyed for centuries collapsed. A power struggle among the Ottoman rulers of Baghdad put a faction hostile to the Jews in power. Desperate for money to boost a collapsing economy, the Turks began harassing and imprisoning the Sassoons and other wealthy Jews, demanding ransom. One wealthy Jewish merchant was strangled to death outside his cell. As conditions worsened, some Jewish merchants fled to India, seeking British colonial protection.


Frightened by the volatile political situation, David’s father made the unusual decision to step down as Nasi and hand power over to David, who would traditionally have had to wait until his father’s death. But David refused, correctly sensing that the position no longer held much power. Instead, against his father’s advice, David sought the help of the Turkish sultan in Constantinople on behalf of the Jews and Sassoons of Baghdad, accusing the city’s rulers of corruption. But he was wrong to put his trust in the imperial government, and word of his betrayal quickly reached Baghdad. He was arrested; the Turkish pasha ordered him hanged unless the family paid for his release. Taking matters into his own hands, his elderly father bribed his son out of prison, hustled him through the city in disguise, and chartered a boat to get him to safety.


David left Baghdad in a state of rage and helplessness. He had just remarried following the death of his first wife. He was abandoning his new bride and his children. All the glory of the Sassoons, their wealth and position, had been promised to him and was now snatched away. As the ship sailed away, he turned toward the disappearing shore and wept.


DAVID LANDED AT BUSHIRE, a port city controlled by Iran beyond the reach of the Turks. Many of the refugees who had left Baghdad as conditions deteriorated had settled there. But while the stories they sent back home were of great riches and success, in fact they were struggling, crammed into poor neighborhoods, foraging a small living. Disoriented and despondent, David spent his first night away from Baghdad sleeping on the floor of a warehouse by the waterfront, which had been lent to him by a seaman. He kept a gun by his side to shoot rats that skittered across the floor.


As he gathered himself in the first few weeks, his mood improved. The traders in Bushire all knew the name Sassoon and had heard of the campaign being waged against the Jews. Several who had previously dealt with the family lent him money, so he could establish credit. His father, still in Baghdad, arranged caravans of goods and currency to be smuggled out of the city and delivered to his son. Like many immigrants forced to flee, David faced a choice: succumb to the anger and depression that surely consumed him or, at thirty-seven, reinvent himself. In those first few months, he received word from Baghdad that encouraged him. The campaign against the Jews in Baghdad was easing and his father was beginning to pay bribes to enable the family to join him in Bushire. The man who had once planned to become the Nasi of Baghdad became the peddler of Bushire. He put his fluency in multiple languages to work, talking in Arabic to Arab sea captains and Hebrew to his fellow Jewish refugees. He began exporting Arab and Asian horses, dates, carpets, and pearls. Careful to wear his expensive Arab robes and turban, he met the British representatives of the East India Company, reminding them how their colleagues had met with the Sassoons in Baghdad. The British wrote that they admired the heightened “dignity of his appearance” and urged him to consider moving to Bombay to set up a company there. A friend and fellow Middle Eastern trader, Samuel Zacharia, offered him an interest-free loan to start in Bombay.


What Zacharia saw—and the British saw, too—was a man very different from the other immigrants and refugees washing up in Bushire. He was better educated than most traders—more knowledgeable and experienced than even most government officials and British officers. He was driven by something almost Shakespearean—not a poor refugee struggling to seek a better life but a royal scion who had his birthright ripped from him and was now determined to win it back, if not in Baghdad then elsewhere. He had been raised to command a commercial empire and advise royalty. He wasn’t seeking an ascent from poverty and obscurity to wealth and influence; he was pursuing a restoration.


In 1830, a year after David’s flight from Baghdad, the rest of his family joined him in Bushire. The long journey proved too exhausting for his elderly father, who died in David’s arms shortly after arrival. Reunited with his wife and children, David thought more about the opportunities that lay in Bombay. After a few years, with his wife newly pregnant, David finally decided to make the move, seeking the protection, and opportunity, of British rule.


Landing in Bombay, David Sassoon joined the British Empire at the height of its political and economic power. Almost one-third of the world was under British control, including parts of India, Australia, Malaysia, Syria, and Egypt. The British had crushed Napoleon in Europe and commanded the world’s largest navy. Power and money flowed through London, the world’s largest city. Some countries built empires primarily to capture slaves or natural resources, or to build a barrier between themselves and their enemies. Great Britain built an empire to fuel trade, finance, and business. “The great object of the Government in every quarter of the world,” British prime minister Lord Palmerston told Parliament in 1839, is to “extend the commerce of the country.” For decades, the British East India Company had held a state-sanctioned monopoly on trade within India and Asia. In 1832—the year David arrived in Bombay—the British government ended that monopoly, opening trade throughout Asia to private companies and individuals. A new laissez-faire era had begun.


From the moment he and his family arrived in Bombay, David allied himself with the British and the expansion of the British Empire. Though dark skinned and an immigrant, he chose to support imperialism. That wasn’t surprising. David saw himself as part of the elite; the Sassoons in Baghdad had risen in part by advising and serving their Turkish rulers. The defining issue of his life—his flight from Baghdad—had been triggered by his misreading the politics of Baghdad and believing the sultan would side with him against Baghdad’s rulers. He was determined that he and his family would never make that mistake again.


David arrived in India at a fortunate time. The expanding British Empire wasn’t opening just trade routes, it was opening the British mind. Britain itself remained a stratified society, with clubs and landed aristocrats looking down on “outsiders.” But business and politics were displaying more tolerance. In India, the British needed ambitious entrepreneurs to extend trade to the frontiers of a growing empire. Before leaving London for India, the new British governor-general of Bombay, Sir Robert Grant, had twice proposed in Parliament bills to end all discrimination against Great Britain’s Jews. The bills were initially defeated, but soon official discrimination against British Jews came to an end. Jews might never be accepted in Bombay’s British clubs, but their property and businesses were now legally protected—more than had ever been the case, even in Baghdad. And the new British ruler of the city was a proven friend to the Jews.


David was genuinely impressed by the British. He called the British government, in Hebrew, malka chased—a just and kind government. “I believe in the British because they are on the right side of history,” David told his family. There was no bribery; Britain was a country of laws. In Baghdad, by contrast, bribery was the way business got done. The British colonial authorities welcomed a man they saw as intelligent, cultured, and a useful ally. Speaking through a translator, David began meeting with Bombay’s British governor-general and with a British archaeologist to discuss the Old Testament.


David became an Anglophile. He commissioned a scholar to translate the lyrics to “God Save the Queen” into his native Judeo-Arabic and hired tutors to teach his sons the English language and British history. On a summer afternoon five years after landing in Bombay, he brought his two eldest sons, Abdullah, nineteen, and Elias, seventeen, to join a throng on the city’s waterfront to hear the proclamation announcing the accession in London of Queen Victoria. His sons wanted to wear British waistcoats and ties. David forbade it. All three of the Sassoons wore the clothes of Baghdad—white muslin shirts with billowing white trousers bound at the ankle. David wore his embroidered turban and dark robes. As a British military band played, the three joined the crowd shouting in English, “God Save the Queen!”


David never lost his immigrant’s perspective, the sensibility of an outsider. Even in cosmopolitan Bombay, with people of many backgrounds jostling along the wharves and narrow alleyways of the city, David appeared strikingly foreign and intimidating to many who met him—“tall, spare, hard of muscle, with an El Greco face the color of light cinnamon and fringed by a beard already flecked with grey,” a family biographer wrote. Despite his social friendship with the governor, being an outsider meant that he was cut off from the British companies and banks that dominated the India trade, which wouldn’t deal with a Baghdadi or a Jew.


He needed to think creatively. It took five months, for example, for ships to sail from England to India. David heard about an innovation—steamships—that would cut the travel time down to weeks. He invested his profits into buying more dock space, betting that more ships would soon be arriving in Bombay with greater frequency. That meant that when a ship tied up at a Sassoon dock, David got the first pick of goods before they reached the city’s bazaars. When the ships sailed away, half their cargo holds were filled with Sassoon merchandise destined for England. Mingling with sea captains on the docks, talking with them in Arabic and Persian and Turkish, gave him key bits of commercial intelligence. Through the sea captains, David learned that the growth of industrial cotton mills in England was likely to boost the demand for raw Indian cotton. Realizing the value of being able to negotiate with local businessmen, he learned Hindustani and became close friends with one of India’s biggest cotton traders. From him, David learned that British brokers were complaining that the bales bought from India contained too many stones. Using this information, David imported new cotton gins that solved this problem and produced more marketable cotton. When he was turned away from the old-boy network of British banks, he helped found the Bank of Bombay, which enabled him to finance new railway lines to ship cotton from the countryside more quickly. Two decades later, when the North blockaded the South in the American Civil War, cutting off the biggest supplier of cotton to Britain, David was perfectly situated to step into the breach—and to make millions.


David became a bridge between the traditional trading practices of the Middle East and the new global system developing under the British Empire. Doing business in Asia meant dealing with a hodgepodge of different weights and measures, different currencies, different languages. David imposed standardization. Inside his company, Sassoon employees conducted business in Judeo-Arabic—Arabic words written with Hebrew letters—the language they brought with them from Baghdad. But when it came to business correspondence, David ordered that letters to customers, suppliers, and other companies be written in precise English script, even though he himself barely read or spoke the language. He ordered that the Sassoon branding be on office stationery and that company checks be printed in both Hebrew and English letters. He switched to the more formal accounting system of ledgers and bookkeeping entries used by the major British firms. He frowned on haggling, which was the typical way traders did business on the docks and in the bazaars. He admired instead the British model of decorum. In times of crisis, he reckoned, appearing calm would be good for business.


David recognized that he needed to be flexible to succeed, and to preserve his own identity and values even as he navigated a new and powerful empire. He swore loyalty to the British Empire and prepared his sons and businesses to serve it. But his Judaism and outsider status softened some of the harder edges of his embrace of British colonialism. In Baghdad, the Sassoons had supported charity extensively and continued to do so in Bombay, building synagogues and supporting Jews who fell into poverty. Like many of his class, David owned a slave in India, but he freed him and recorded the manumission in an official document to assure that he wouldn’t be re-enslaved. He endowed and built the first hospital that accepted Indian patients. Looking back, it is easy to criticize David’s embrace of colonialism and imperialism. In Europe, Russia, and, later, the United States, many Jews faced with similar moral choices presented by colonialism and the excesses of capitalism embraced socialism and revolution. David was pioneering what would be a familiar figure as industrialization and modern finance swept across the world: the liberal Jewish businessman whose skills and talents led to fabulous financial success, but whose history of personal hardship and commitment to Jewish values made him more socially and politically progressive.


IN BAGHDAD, the Sassoons had relied on centuries of connections and relationships that stretched across the Middle East. Now David was starting in a new country without an established network. How to manage it? How to develop a loyal workforce trained in his techniques and prepared to take advantage of the opportunities being created by new communication, industrialization, and transport?


He came up with the idea of the Sassoon schools.


David set up the equivalent of a Sassoon company town, designed to attract Jewish refugees, first from Baghdad and then from across the Ottoman Empire, and turn them into loyal employees. Poor and striving families sent their teenage sons from Baghdad, Syria, Iran, and Afghanistan. They enrolled in the David Sassoon Benevolent Institution, where, using textbooks David commissioned, the teenagers were taught Arabic, geography, arithmetic, bookkeeping, and Hebrew. They were then hired as clerks to keep track of purchases and sales in the Sassoon warehouses, or sent to negotiate the sale of bales of cotton with British buyers. On Saturdays, the Jewish Sabbath, the Sassoon warehouses would shut down. Employees would gather for religious services at David Sassoon’s house and, later, at Bombay’s first synagogue, which he built. If employees became ill, they could seek care at the Sassoon General Hospital in nearby Poona, built and endowed by David. If they wanted to continue their studies, they could attend lectures or use the library at the David Sassoon Mechanics Institute, which featured mechanical models and lectures on science and technology. Employees who retired and lacked family to look after them were given money for food. When they died, they were buried in the Sassoon-endowed Jewish cemetery. David’s school-to-grave social network enticed a growing stream of workers to his warehouses and offices. It cost him about $300,000 a year in today’s money—and bought him ambition, talent, and loyalty.


Less than a decade after arriving in Bombay, David Sassoon was one of the richest men in India. The British governor of Bombay hailed him as “the first of our non-European merchants in wealth and responsibility.” He was just getting started.


AS GREAT BRITAIN EXPANDED across the globe through conquest, aggressive trade policies, rapid technological innovation, and harnessing the ambition and acumen of foreigners and outsiders like David Sassoon, China was becoming more closed, sclerotic, inward looking, and arrogant. Its weakness stemmed from its success. As late as 1800, China was a dominant world power whose rule and influence extended throughout Asia. Ships traded with Southeast Asia, and visiting traders and diplomatic delegations signaled their respect by approaching Chinese rulers with deference—the well-known ritual “kowtow,” or bowing until their foreheads touched the ground, when approaching the emperor. Relations with non-Chinese people were conducted by officials who emphasized the cultural inferiority of foreigners.


The British, with their own arrogance, refused to play by those rules—British diplomats and military officials refused to kowtow. Starting in the late eighteenth century, just a few years after the American Revolution dealt the first blow to British imperial expansionism, Britain and China clashed in an escalating series of diplomatic and military confrontations. Britain sent emissaries to China demanding that China open its cities and ports to trade and the sale of British goods. They proposed that a British ambassador take up residence in Beijing, and they sent along, as gifts, examples of the best of British technology: clocks, telescopes, weapons, and textiles. In an oft-quoted letter to King George III in 1793, the Chinese emperor Qianlong rebuffed British efforts and expressed astonishment that the king could be so ignorant of China’s superiority: “We possess all things,” the emperor wrote to King George. “I set no value on objects strange or ingenious and have no use for your country’s manufactures.” But the balance of global power was shifting. As he left China after being dismissed by the emperor, the humiliated British ambassador told his superiors that China was bluffing. Its military was weak and wouldn’t be able to withstand British pressure. China, he wrote, was like a leaky boat, “an old, crazy, first-rate Man of War, which a fortunate succession of able and vigilant officers has contrived to keep afloat for these hundred and fifty years past, and to overawe their neighbors merely by her bulk and appearance.” In fact, the British ambassador predicted, China was listing and soon would be “dashed to pieces on the shore.”


The opium trade became the flashpoint. In nineteenth-century Europe and Great Britain, opium was the best medicine available to treat pain and calm anxiety; aspirin wasn’t patented as a medicine until 1899. Opium was also addictive and produced hallucinations and a feeling of well-being. “I sometimes seemed to have lived for 70 or 100 years in one night,” a nineteenth-century British opium smoker wrote. Opium turned out to be one commodity that the Chinese did have need of. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the demand for Chinese goods in Europe, particularly silk, porcelain, and tea, created a classic trade imbalance. Britain was paying for all these goods with silver, but China wasn’t buying anything in return. To counter this, the British East India Company encouraged the sale of opium even though a succession of Chinese emperors worried about the dangers of addiction and tried to restrict the drug or ban it. The British grew opium in India and sold it to middlemen, who then made massive profits selling the drug inside China, working with corrupt Chinese officials and evading efforts to sink their ships and seize their drugs. Nearly one-third of Bombay’s trade was tied to the state-sanctioned opium business. The smuggling of opium into China was dominated by a British company—Jardine, Matheson & Co., founded by two Scottish traders. Even as the British pressed the emperor to let ships in to sell watches, clocks, and weapons, opium addiction had become a massive social problem. By the early nineteenth century, one out of every ten Chinese was addicted. (By contrast, about 3 percent of Americans misused or were addicted to hard drugs such as prescription opioids, cocaine, and heroin at the height of public concern over the opioid crisis and the “war on drugs” in the United States.) The Chinese official charged with eliminating the opium trade appealed directly to one of King George’s successors, Queen Victoria. “Where is your conscience?” Lin Zexu asked in an impassioned official letter. The products China exported to Great Britain—tea, silk, handicrafts—were all beneficial, he declared. But Queen Victoria’s subjects were “selling products injurious to others in order to fulfill your insatiable desire. . . . Suppose there were people from another country who carried opium for sale to England and seduced your people into buying and smoking it; certainly, your honorable ruler would deeply hate it and be bitterly aroused.” Queen Victoria never responded. When Lin, at the emperor’s direction, dumped chests of opium into the sea and began holding British officials hostage, Jardine, Matheson & Co. provided the British military with detailed maps and strategies and offered the assistance of company sea captains who knew the best routes into China and the weak points of China’s navy.


Britain invaded China in 1839 in what became known as the First Opium War. As the British ambassador rebuffed by the Chinese emperor fifty years earlier had predicted, China was overmatched and easily defeated. The Treaty of Nanjing, signed in 1842, ceded the island of Hong Kong to Great Britain and opened five cities to Western trade, including a previously little-known city called Shanghai. Foreign traders doing business in China would pay no taxes. They wouldn’t be subject to Chinese law—a status known as “extraterritoriality.” Any commercial or legal disputes would go before British judges and be decided based on British law. The opium trade remained technically illegal, but the Chinese were unlikely to directly challenge British traders again so soon after a devastating military defeat. It was the start of what Chinese historians would call “one hundred years of humiliation.” Lin Zexu, who had appealed fruitlessly to Queen Victoria’s conscience and failed to blunt the British invasion, was sent into exile.


David Sassoon supported the British invasion of China. He had begun dabbling in the sale of opium. From his warehouses and office in Bombay, he purchased a ship and began loading it with opium and hiring captains to sail it to China. It was a hazardous journey. Since the Chinese considered opium illegal, the Sassoon ship had to offload the drugs onto small islands near the southern port of Canton and then bribe Chinese officials and pay Chinese dealers to distribute it. Still, every chest of opium shipped to China netted a profit of about £100, or $10,000 in today’s money. David regularly attended the Calcutta Opium Exchange to bid on opium. In what was becoming a familiar strategy, he bought land and built warehouses to house opium bought by other merchants and supplied credit to opium merchants and traders. He was too small to compete with larger companies—he owned one steamer that smuggled opium, compared with Jardine, Matheson & Co., which owned twelve large steamers supplemented by hundreds of smaller boats—but he had established a foothold in a lucrative business.


India made David Sassoon rich, and it made him British. He moved his family to a mansion on Malabar Hill in Bombay, an exclusive area with cooling breezes, high above the filth and noise of the city. He modeled his new home on the design of an Italian palazzo and named it “Sans Souci” after the Prussian palace of Frederick the Great in Potsdam. In 1853, he took an oath and became a British citizen, writing his name in Hebrew script because he still didn’t know how to write in English. Four years later, the British faced the gravest threat to their control of India when local Indian mercenaries employed by the British East India Company rose up in the Sepoy Mutiny; David allied himself wholeheartedly with Britain, contributing money and raising funds from other Baghdad families who had settled in Bombay. In a dramatic gesture, David went to British officials in Bombay’s Government House and offered to assemble and equip a Jewish legion to fight for the British in the event the Indian rebellion spread. The volunteers weren’t needed, but David bought government bonds to fund the British deployment of troops and invested heavily in the Bombay stock market to show his confidence in British rule. He also announced that his family and all his employees would be “permitted to wear western clothes as often as they wished, so that it may be known on which side you are.” When British troops suppressed the rebellion, David led a torchlight procession in celebration and held a banquet and ball at Sans Souci. A military band greeted the arrival of the new colonial governor, Lord Elphinstone. He toasted David Sassoon: “We must not forget that at the time of the Mutiny, when threatened with danger and whilst some were panicstricken, Mr. Sassoon and his family were the first to come forward in support of the British Government.” Abdullah, David’s eldest son, started calling himself “Albert,” in honor of the Prince of Wales, whose full name was Albert Edward. The Anglophiles had become fully anglicized.
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