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​Introduction

standing at the port of Algiers on a bright day in winter, you look 
north, out over the vast expanse of calm blue that is the Mediterra-
nean Sea. The ferry to Marseilles is docked, awaiting its cargo of cars 
and passengers. Tall nineteenth-century buildings line the prom-
enade along the water’s edge, forming a clean, straight, man-made 
line. Once proud and dignified, a marker of French civilization in 
Africa, they now stand empty, neglected, and decaying, casting sad 
shadows. The port is calm—surprisingly so in this bustling, Medi-
terranean city. But the port of Algiers is not the city’s central focus, 
as it once was. In its twenty-first-century guise, it betrays nothing 
of the productive chaos that once reigned here. At the end of the 
eighteenth century, as the Napoleonic Wars raged, Algiers was a 
major trading and corsairing port in the Mediterranean. There was 
a constant flow of merchant ships bringing luxury goods, highly 
prized by the ruling Turkish elite, and loading raw produce from 
the Algerian hinterland, from Europe and the New World. These 
same ships would load raw produce from the Algerian hinterland, 
for transport to Europe and America. Algerian corsairs roamed 
the sea between lands, capturing the ships of enemy powers, and 
snatching hapless victims from along its shores. They would tow in 
their booty, for sale and enslavement.

The marina was a hive of activity. Slaves, captured from the 
merchant ships that ran the gauntlet of the Mediterranean at war, 
loaded and unloaded cargoes. The foreign consuls resident in the 
city would rush down to the port to welcome any ship flying their 
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flag, with the hope that it brought news and letters. If one of their 
ships was captured, they would come to the marina to argue for the 
release of their countrymen. In the thick of business, at the water’s 
edge, consuls would rub shoulders with traders, who bought and 
sold everything that came through the port. These traders were 
the regency’s brokers, the vital link between the outside world 
and the ruling elite. They sourced the raw materials so desired by 
European regimes, they ordered the luxury goods that came from 
those same regimes, and if a corsair towed in a captured ship, they 
would be there, to negotiate purchase of cargo, crew, and passen-
gers, as well as the ship itself, for sale to the highest bidder. Often, 
the traders were Jews. Elsewhere in the Ottoman Empire, Jews 
competed with local Christians—Greeks and Armenians, as well 
as Muslims—for access to trade, and to all the roles brokers could 
occupy. In Algiers, there was no significant Christian minority to 
provide competition, and Jews alone could take advantage of this 
lucrative space. In the late eighteenth century, as the wars of the 
French Revolution broke out, the most prominent among them was 
one sprawling family, the Bacris.

The Bacris, and the debt owed to them by France, have long 
been linked in the historiography to the diplomatic contretemps 
that set off France’s invasion of the regency in 1830.1 In 1827, on 
April 29, the French consul, Pierre Deval, had paid a formal visit to 
the Dey—or ruler of Algiers—Hussein, to mark the festival of Eid al-
Fitr, the end of Ramadan. Hussein was not in a festive mood. He was 
angry with France. He believed that King Charles X and his regime 
were withholding several million francs that they owed the regency, 
for deliveries of wheat dating back to 1794. This wheat had been sup-
plied by the Bacris. Hussein was their business partner, and some 
of this money was owed to him. As France’s representative, Deval 
had been instructed to hold his ground, and not to dignify the Dey 
Hussein’s repeated demands with a formal response from France. 
But on that day, as Deval stood before him, Hussein saw the consul’s 
refusal to budge as unbearable insolence. Furious, Hussein grabbed 
a huge fan that one of his slaves was using to keep flies away. He 
struck Deval across the face with the fan, three times. This was a 

1. See the discussion in McDougall, A History of Algeria, 50–51.
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diplomatic insult, and France responded with a list of demands. 
They wanted an apology, punishment of the Algerian pirates who 
had been plaguing France’s ships, the right to bear arms in Algiers, 
a statement that France would enjoy a most-favored-nation treat-
ment in Algerian commerce, and a declaration from the dey that 
the French government had, in fact, completely liquidated the debt 
owed to the extended Bacri family for the wheat they had sup-
plied to France. Hussein responded, in turn, with a list of his own 
grievances, including the money that he believed was still owed. 
With his response, tantamount to a refusal of France’s conditions, 
French warships commenced a blockade of the Algerian coast on 
June 12, 1827, and, so the story has gone, the spat simply escalated 
from there.

The Bacris, and France’s debt, have provided an easy, linear nar-
rative of the invasion.2 But behind the tale of misplaced diplomacy 
and the French invasion is the fascinating and important story 
of how the Bacris came to occupy such a central place in inter-
national relations. For some four decades, from the outbreak of 
the Revolutionary Wars to the invasion of Algiers, the five Bacri 
brothers, their children, and their nephew, Naphtali Busnach, were 
perhaps the best-known Jewish families trading in the Mediterra-
nean Sea.3 Their trading house sent prized Algerian wheat around 
the Mediterranean and beyond, to Northern Europe and America. 
They brought in colonial goods from the Atlantic, and luxury goods 
from Europe. They insured boats, and they armed corsairing ships. 
When captured enemy boats were towed into Algiers Harbor, the 
Bacris would sell off the cargo. When unfortunate members of the 
ship’s crew, or even its passengers, were enslaved, as was the stan-
dard practice, the Bacris would lend money at interest to foreign 
consuls, so that they might buy back their citizens from the regency. 
They made loans to consuls to buy luxury gifts for the dey, too, as 
well as for his extended family and his ministers. So present were 
members of the extended Bacri family in the lives of consuls that 
they featured in virtually every letter sent home to the metropole, 

2. David Todd addresses this in A Velvet Empire, 84–85. See also de Lange, “The Con-
gress System and the French Invasion of Algiers, 1827–1830,” 946.

3. Because members of the Bacri family were the main figures in this history, and for 
the purpose of simplicity, I will refer to the two interrelated families together as “the Bacris.”
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and they were no less well known in the centers of power. Jacob 
Bacri—one of the brothers—was invited to dinner with Napoleon, 
who personally designated the task of supplying his armies to the 
family. Lord Admiral Horatio Nelson puzzled over how to deal with 
the Bacris. American Secretaries of Foreign Affairs Thomas Jeffer-
son, James Madison, and James Monroe considered strategies that 
would allow them to circumvent the Bacris’ influence.

The Bacris were everywhere. Yet history writing, siloed into sub-
disciplines, has not been able to accommodate them. Like the now-
silent port of Algiers, their story has been lost in a space between 
historiographical fields and absolute dates. Histories of the wars 
in the Mediterranean and its shores are always told from within 
the bounds of one national narrative, whether British, French, or 
American. Notwithstanding their involvement in all aspects of 
trade, including corsairing and slavery, Jews do not figure in the 
histories of these activities. Nor has space been allowed for trading 
Jews in the broader histories of the Mediterranean for this period.4 
Jews are always absent from these histories, as though somehow 
separate from events in which they were involved, and from people 
with whom they dealt. The history of Jewish trade in the Medi-
terranean has been told as a stand-alone story, distinct from the 
histories that surround it. This failure of historians of the Mediter-
ranean to consider Jewish traders and brokers, present throughout 
the Ottoman Empire, is an opportunity missed. How would these 
histories change if we let them interact, just as their protagonists 
interacted? What do we find, and what new questions are we able 
to ask, if we shift our angle of vision from metropole to periphery, 
and place these brokers at the center of analysis? These questions 
lie at the heart of this book.

Periodization, too, has left an empty space where the Bacris 
exist. In terms of their activity as traders, the family descends 
from the Sephardic Jews who dominated Mediterranean trade in 
the sixteenth century. These refugees from the Inquisition estab-
lished some of the most extraordinary trade networks the world 
has seen, unprecedented in their scope and spread. Setting up 

4. Colley, Captives; Jasanoff, Edge of Empire; Panzac, Les Corsaires barbaresques; 
Weiss, Captives and Corsairs.
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new communities all around the Mediterranean and beyond, they 
took advantage of new shipping technologies and built a global 
web that crossed oceans, rather than land. It stretched from the 
Ottoman Empire to the Caribbean, and from Spanish America to 
Europe. They brought new-world products to eager old-world mar-
kets, including sugar, spices, silver and gold bullion, diamonds, 
pearls, hides, tobacco, cacao, silks and American wood dyes, ostrich 
feathers, indigo, cochineal, ginger, and coffee.5 These Jews were in a 
unique position. They could take advantage of a moment in history 
that offered full access to the Atlantic for the first time. They could 
take advantage of their Jewishness, which made them trusted mid-
dlemen for the Ottoman powers, and they could make use of their 
knowledge of European languages, the networks of contacts they had 
left behind, and those they had created in their new homes.

The historiography of these Jews comes to a halt with the 
eighteenth century. Indeed, as Francesca Trivellato has noted, 
the Mediterranean, and Sephardi Jewry, “disappear” from 
most accounts of early modern European trade after the mid-
seventeenth century.6 According to the historians of these Jews 
and their trading networks, their unique position allowed for 
their rise to dominance, and a similar pattern announced their 
decline. 1750 has been set in the literature as the marker of this 
latter phenomenon. Portuguese conversos—Jews who had con-
verted to Catholicism—gradually stopped emigrating to fertile 
ports in the new world, and their distinctiveness and significance 
as a trading community in Portugal and Spain also waned. This 
meant that their fellow Jews, Jewish or nominally Christian, in 
Northern Europe and Italy no longer had a network of agents on 
whom they could rely. These factors led to the steady and certain 
downturn of Sephardi Transatlantic trade. The Sephardi trading 
network lost “its momentum and creative drive, and its capacity to 
adapt.” Once-flourishing communities were weakened and impov-
erished. Sephardi communities dispersed and assimilated, and “not 
infrequently” crypto-Jews renounced their secret practices of ritual 

5. Israel, Diasporas within a Diaspora, 4.
6. Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 5.
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Judaism.7 The history of Jewish trade is only picked up more than 
two centuries later. Between one strain of historiography and the 
next, lies a gap, as Sarah Stein wrote of the late nineteenth century, 
“a confluence of significance and silence”.8

Jewish trading networks never managed to retrieve the extraor-
dinary spread and influence of the networks established by refugees 
from the Iberian Peninsula, but Jews around the Mediterranean 
did not stop trading. Sephardic Jews had shown themselves to be 
wonderfully capable of accommodating change when they left their 
lives behind them. If we look for the Jews who remained in Medi-
terranean ports, then we find them adapting to changed circum-
stances but still active, still trading, and still taking full advantage 
of their unique position. The networks established by Spanish and 
Portuguese Jews might have been breaking down, and the once-
thriving trading port of Livorno on Italy’s northwest coast might 
have been at the beginning of its stagnation, but France and Britain 
had entered the Mediterranean, and this presented a new context 
for trade. We might approach this story anew as a tale of adapta-
tion, rather than decline. The nature and patterns of trade changed, 
but trading did not stop, and there was no reason for enterprising 
Jewish traders to stop either. Following their trail leads us to the 
continuation of this history, through to the Revolutionary Wars, 
where this story begins.

By the time the Revolutionary Wars broke out in 1793, the 
extended Bacri-Busnach family was well-established in business. 
Initially, the Bacris were a family of five brothers: Mordecai, Salo-
mon, Abraham, Joseph, and Jacob. Their father, David Bacri, had 
set up a trading house in the regency of Algiers in 1774.9 Within 
less than a decade, it was prospering. David Bacri brought four of 
his sons into the business. Abraham, the fifth son, was also involved 
in family affairs, but seems to have taken the role of fixer, travel-
ling around the Mediterranean as needed. In 1798, the brothers 
extended the business to include their nephew Naphtali Busnach, 
the son of an unnamed Bacri sister. The Bacris were independent 

7. Israel, Diasporas within a Diaspora, 38–39.
8. Stein, Plumes, 6.
9. Eisenbeth, “Les Juifs en Algérie,” 373.”
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traders and financiers, or brokers. They belonged to the well-
established Jewish communities in the regency of Algiers, where 
Jews made up around ten percent of the population. This was a 
loose community, made up of different groups, separated by ori-
gin. The original Jewish inhabitants had been present in the region 
since Roman times. In late antiquity, they had been joined by 
Berbers who had adopted Judaism. Later came Jews fleeing the 
Inquisition, and those who had come, or returned, from the port 
of Livorno.10 With centuries of cohabitation, distinctions between 
long-established Arab Jews and the more recently arrived Andalusi 
refugees became less distinct, although they could still be separated 
by class. The majority lived modestly as artisans, often beside and 
in close contact with their Muslim neighbors, “indistinguishable 
from the other poorer classes of society.”11 A small elite were mer-
chants; among them the Bacris. They were able to gain proximity to 
state power in Algiers through the position of muqaddam, or head 
of the Jewish community. The muqaddam represented the Jewish 
community to the dey and was given entry into the circle of the 
regency’s elite. As different members of the family became muqad-
dam, they were able to gain the trust of the ruling dey and elite, and 
become their broker, both in trade and diplomacy. In this sense, in 
the way it gave them such prized access to power, their Jewishness 
was central to their success. Deys came to rely on members of the 
family as intermediaries in both trade and diplomatic negotiations. 
Mordecai was the first of the five brothers to act as diplomat for the 
dey. As the trusted advisor to Hassan, he helped negotiate the peace 
treaty concluded with Holland in March 1794.12 In early 1795, Mor-
decai assisted the Swedish consul in a negotiation with the dey for 
the ransom of approximately one hundred American slaves.

Brokers such as the Bacris were vital for Europeans in the Otto-
man Empire.13 Armenian, Greek, and Jewish minorities, as well 

10. Ayoun, “Les Juifs livournais,” 663.
11. McDougall, A History of Algeria, 36.
12. Mordecai is referred to in French sources as either Mardochée, Michel, or Micaïo, 

a name that might best translate to Mordecai, or else Michael, in English. Names written 
in Hebrew characters could enjoy a variety of equivalencies, and spellings, in translation. 
The most consistent name given this particular brother was Mardochée, which translates 
to Mordecai. For the purpose of consistency, this is the name I will use.

13. Coller, Arab France, 30. See, also, Zytnicki, Les Juifs du Maghreb, 21–24, 43–48; 
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as Muslims, were traders, interpreters, and guides. Trade in the 
Mediterranean did not experience the “revolution of scale” that 
occurred in the Atlantic in the late seventeenth century, where a 
smaller number of actors were able to control ever larger segments 
of the market.14 Rather, it was made up of numerous small and 
medium-sized companies, forming networks between major ports. 
Nor were European powers able to exert control over production, 
prices, and transport, as they had done in Southeast Asia and the 
new world. In the Mediterranean, Europeans were dependent on 
the negotiation of concessions, and on an array of traders and finan-
ciers, including the Bacris: “Local brokers, suppliers, and lenders.”15 
In Algiers, Europeans were barely represented. In the eighteenth-
century regency, the only French trading house was the Compagnie 
royale d’Afrique (Royal African Company), and there were hardly 
any English or Dutch traders. This lack of competition from both 
local and European Christians meant that Jews like the Bacris could 
occupy multiple spaces in the regency’s economic and political hier-
archy. They were brokers and dragomen, or interpreters, capable 
of speaking Italian and Spanish, as well as Turkish. They acted as 
financial agents for the consulates.

Jewish historians have brought Jewish brokers in North Africa 
to life. They have shown how Jews, who so often occupied middle 
spaces, bring to light the nature of relations between states on 
the ground, in the Barbary States. Daniel Schroeter chronicled the 
life of Meir Macnin, who traded from Essaouira, Morocco’s principal 
trading port. He was one of a group of elite Jews who monopolized 
virtually the entirety of Morocco’s trade with Europe in the early 
nineteenth century.16 These elite Jews were crucial to the ruling 
elite and foreign merchants who came to seek opportunity in this 
new town.17 The absolutist regime within which Macnin operated 
offered opportunities that were unprecedented, given the regime’s 
hunger for wealth and Macnin’s place, as a merchant possessing 

Kalman, Orientalizing the Jew. On the role of Jews as go-betweens in the Ottoman Empire, 
see, also, Schroeter, The Sultan’s Jew, 121; Philipp, “The Farhi Family,” 37–52.

14. Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 38.
15. Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 104.
16. Schroeter, The Sultan’s Jew, 79.
17. Schroeter, The Sultan’s Jew, 22.
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“a network of financial and commercial connections.”18 Joshua 
Schreier has told the story of another successful Jewish merchant, 
Jacob Lasry, who traded from the port of Oran, on the coast of the 
regency of Algiers. Schreier’s story spanned the years of invasion 
and occupation by French forces, and he sought to counter the 
classic narrative whereby French dynamism reversed decline and 
brought civilization to the downtrodden and primitive. Instead, 
Schreier showed how Lasry’s activities and his role as middleman 
during those years served to destabilize binaries such as colonizer 
and colonized, and to bring to light the messiness of the French 
project of colonization in Oran. Like Macnin and Lasry, the Bacris’ 
context facilitated their rise. But the Bacris were able to go further 
than their contemporaries in their pursuit of wealth, notoriety, and 
power. They operated as a family, allowing them to spread around 
the Mediterranean, building their own family networks. They were 
able, too, to profit from the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, 
which created a situation of chaos and urgent need.

It mattered that the Bacris were Jews, because their Jewish-
ness enabled their entry into the circle of state power. As “insider-
outsiders”19 in the Empire, Jews could claim a fruitful middle space, 
between Muslim authorities and foreign, Christian powers, seeking 
ingress and access. As muqaddam, they were able to gain access to 
the circle of state power. Ottoman authorities, of course, understood 
the place of religious minorities differently from Western Europe. 
Rather than impose Islam by force, Ottoman rulers accommodated 
religious diversity, through the Pact of Umar. This pact established 
the principle of dhimmitude, whose purpose was to define the status 
of non-Muslim minorities in the Muslim state. Jews, and the many 
branches of Christianity in the Middle East, were seen as People of 
the Book: monotheistic people who had received divine revelation, 
but before the coming of Islam. They occupied a middle ground 
between savagery and full enlightenment.20 Thus they were subject 
to certain measures geared toward ensuring separation and subor-
dination, but at the same time, they enjoyed communal autonomy.

18. Schroeter, The Sultan’s Jew, 3.
19. Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 2.
20. On Jews and dhimmi status, see Benbassa and Rodrigue, Sephardi Jewry, 2–3. On 

Jews and dhimmi status in Algiers, see Valensi, Juifs et musulmans, 25–6.
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Muslim rulers in the regencies that made up the empire had to 
find the balance between holding Western powers at arm’s length, 
and allowing them in. It was a Muslim ruler’s duty to protect his 
community from any ingress of a power beyond the realm of Islam. 
At the same time, however, it was important to maintain trade with 
non-Muslim nations, as this could aid and strengthen Islam. This 
created a space in the Ottoman Empire that both Jews and Chris-
tians could fill. Jews did not need to be protected from corruption 
by non-Muslims in the same way as Muslims did, and they posed 
no threat in terms of challenges to rule. Across the empire, Otto-
man sultans, deys, and beys relied not only on Jewish traders, but 
also physicians, tax collectors, and administrators.

It was the Bacri family’s good fortune to be in the regency. In 
the Revolutionary Wars being fought in the Mediterranean, Algiers 
was an important strategic port for all those powers whose ships 
sailed that sea, but particularly for France and Britain. The regency 
of Algiers was a semi-independent province in the westernmost 
reaches of the Ottoman Empire. The Turkish elite that ruled the 
regency was recruited and imposed from the Empire’s center. Both 
France and Britain had been implanting themselves in the Barbary 
Coast for some time, and had managed to establish strong trade 
relationships, particularly in the grain that they both needed. The 
eighteenth century saw a revival of European trade in the Medi-
terranean. Britain and France had long-standing diplomatic rela-
tionships with the Ottoman Empire. France had been granted 
concessions—fiscal and jurisdictional privileges that local rulers 
granted to foreign entities—in the early sixteenth century, allowing 
them to build and run enclaves along the North African coast. Half 
a century later, Britain followed, establishing the Levant Company 
in 1581. This was created by Elizabeth I, who granted a royal charter 
to a corporation of English merchants, so that they could establish 
a trading monopoly with the Ottoman Empire (although in fact, 
their presence in North Africa was weak). In part, the commercial 
expansion of both powers was a diplomatic move. Both France and 
Britain hoped that trade relations with the Ottoman Empire would 
constitute a strong enough alliance to block Spain. But neither 
France nor Britain wished for the other power to enjoy that protec-
tion: France protested the establishment of the Company. From the 
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outset of the establishment of trade relations with the Ottomans, 
France and Britain were in competition with one another.21 The 
Bacris derived enormous benefit from this contest.

In eighteenth-century North Africa, France was the dominant 
power. France was Algeria’s main client, and Algeria was France’s 
main supplier. For fifty years, from 1740, nine-tenths of the wheat 
brought into Marseilles for distribution throughout France was of 
Algerian origin.22 There was constant traffic between Marseilles and 
various towns along the Algerian coastline. Barbary grain was vital 
for France. It ensured supply to the Midi, regularly threatened by 
famine, and it fed France’s revolutionary armies in Egypt, and later 
in Italy. Supplies of grain, meat, and other products from the Barbary 
States were equally vital for British garrisons on Gibraltar, as well 
as for Malta, when the latter came under British control in 1801.23 
Minorca, where another garrison was stationed, had never been able 
to feed itself, and most years it had to import grain from Algiers. This 
trade was of fundamental importance to the life of the island, and 
thus to the maintenance of British power in the Mediterranean.

France and Britain were competing for the raw products that the 
Algerian market had to offer, and over which the Bacris, in effect, 
had monopolies. Both powers dedicated significant resources to their 
capture, protection, and exploitation. The Mediterranean and the 
shores that bordered it were important strategic points during this 
period, even if that body of water did not become a theater of outright 
war. French and British actions regarding the regency fit into what 
Dzavid Dzanic has called “informal imperial tactics,” “the extraction 
of economic, political, and legal concessions from peripheral polities 
through the erosion of their sovereignty.”24 But this was also mer-
cantile imperialism. In Cornel Zwierlein’s formulation, applied to an 
earlier period, mercantilist imperialism involved the “nationalization 
of economics,” its organizing logic “the distinction between the trade 
of ‘our’ nation and that of others.”25 Imperialism, in this time of war, 
was profoundly competitive, as France and Britain, and their allies 

21. Gale, “Beyond Corsairs,” 39; Vlami, Trading with the Ottomans, 15.
22. Touati, “L’Algérie au ‘siècle du blé.’ ”
23. Gale, “Beyond Corsairs,” 51. See also Horn, British Diplomatic Service, 35.
24. Dzanic, “France’s Informal Empire in the Mediterranean,” 2.
25. Zwierlein, Imperial Unknowns, 20.
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and enemies, all competed for preference and preferential access 
to exports, while also seeking to block the other, in an extension of 
the war being fought across Europe and in its surrounding seas.26 
Algiers was useful, but it was just as important to maintain good 
relations with the regency, so as to shut the other out. In much the 
same spirit, in 1802, shortly before he departed for the Mediterra-
nean, Lord Admiral Horatio Nelson wrote of Malta, “It must never 
belong to France—Britain does not want it.”27 Algiers was central in 
both French and British reckoning in the early nineteenth-century 
Mediterranean.

Consuls had the often-difficult job of representing these com-
peting empires. Consuls were the agents of informal imperialism 
on the ground, and they all developed relationships of varying 
closeness and reliance with members of the extended Bacri family. 
As Joshua Meeks has demonstrated, competition in the Mediter-
ranean during the Revolutionary Wars was a contest of military 
might, but it also played out diplomatically, through “conversa-
tion and negotiation.”28 In late eighteenth-century Algiers, the 
Revolutionary War and imperial contest played out on the ground, 
through diplomacy that was, at times, barely diplomatic. Consuls 
representing France and Britain, but also the United States, Den-
mark, Sweden, Holland, and Spain, battled to impose a regime of 
informal imperialism on the regency. This would allow them exclu-
sive and advantageous access to all the precious grain and other 
primary produce that the regency had to offer, as well as rights to 
lucrative coral fishing. It would serve to avoid, or circumvent, all the 
irritations the regency presented, particularly the capture of their 
boats by its Algerian corsairs, and the enslavement of their citi-
zens. It would deflect this activity onto competitors or enemies. The 
Bacris were central to these processes in more than one way. As the 
contest continued and loyalties shifted through the wars, consuls 
remained convinced that the Bacris always worked to favor their 

26. Horn, British Diplomatic Service, 35.
27. Nicolas, ed., Nelson, vol. 5, 36. Later, of course, in 1803, Nelson stated what Chris 

Bayly called “the new doctrine”: that Malta was “the most important outwork to India, 
and that it will give us great influence in the Levant and indeed in all the southern parts of 
Italy.” Cited in Bayly, Imperial Meridian, 103.

28. Meeks, The Struggle for the Revolutionary Western Mediterranean, 4.
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competitor, to their own disadvantage. How did this shape their 
own ambitions?

All consuls in the Barbary regencies were generally required to 
play a more extensive role than their confreres elsewhere.29 Con-
suls were ambassadors in all but name (they could not assume the 
title, as Western states officially had diplomatic relations with the 
sultan, in Istanbul). In North Africa, their responsibilities extended 
beyond the economic (seeking new products and markets), and into 
the domain of the political.30 British consuls on the Barbary Coast 
were treated differently from most other consuls in the British ser
vice. They were managed by the Home Office, separated from the 
main branch of the British consular service, which was under the 
direction of the Foreign Office. In the sense that they essentially 
worked as diplomats, undertaking political as well as the normal 
economic duties of the “merchant-consul,” they did, indeed, have 
different responsibilities from the standard posting for the aver-
age British consul.31 French consuls in North Africa, too, played 
a more extensive role than their confreres elsewhere. It was only 
in the Ottoman Empire, in fact, that French consuls had “a truly 
political role to play.”32 In the Barbary regencies in particular, part 
of the consul’s responsibilities was to negotiate treaties, and this 
required the establishment and maintenance of good relations with 
the dey and his entire ministry, or divan. This was not easy.33 As the 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars progressed, and islands in the 
Mediterranean were gained and lost, treaties had to be constantly 
renegotiated. Each new treaty required the regular presentation of 
sumptuous gifts, and deys could choose to reject anything that they 
considered to be insufficiently luxurious. There was always a Bacri 
in the middle of these transactions, managing both finances and 

29. Much of the scholarship of consular studies has focused on postings in the North 
African states of Tunis, Tripoli, Algiers, and Morocco, because of the unique demands of 
these positions for both French and British consuls. See Pennell, “The Social History of 
British Diplomats in North Africa,” 348; Platt, The Cinderella Service; Marzagalli, “Ameri-
can Shipping into the Mediterranean,” 43–62.

30. Lee, “The Supervising of the Barbary Consulates,” 191. De Goey, Consuls and the 
Institutions of Global Capitalism, 36.

31. Lee, “The Supervising of the Barbary Consulates,” 197.
32. Ulbert, “A History of the French Consular Services,” 308.
33. Anderson, “Great Britain and the Barbary States,” 95.
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diplomacy, and thus placing themselves at the center of relations of 
power in the regency.

For the consuls of both nations, the broadening of their responsi-
bilities was due to their isolation, both from the ambassador in Con-
stantinople, and their minister in Paris or London. Consuls along 
the Barbary Coast were distanced from the metropole. Corsairing 
and piracy, but also—in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries—war, interrupted the passage of mail. With no instruc-
tions arriving from the metropole, these consuls, who often had a 
very detailed and long-standing knowledge of the world of their 
posting, were forced to adapt, on their own initiative, to changing 
circumstances and diplomatic expectations; to create diplomatic 
policy “on the hoof.”34 Foreign consuls in Algiers had a wide remit.

Among consuls’ tasks was dealing with the consequences of cor-
sairing, the practice whereby enemy ships would be captured, with 
ship and cargo sold, and passengers taken into slavery. Corsairing 
was sanctioned and often directly funded by the state. The goal 
of corsairing was to make money through spoils and prisoners, so 
unlike pirates, corsairs did not kill. Rather, they sought to bring their 
booty into a safe port in the best possible state, so as to maximize 
their profit. At sea, corsairs would capture enemy boats carrying 
goods and people. The captured boat would be taken to port, and 
there, both the boat and its cargo would be sold, and passengers 
and crew enslaved, either to be sold or ransomed. These were the 
established and accepted parameters of the practice. All the states 
of the Barbary Coast had corsairing ships: not just Algiers, but also 
Tunis and Tripoli, and the short-lived seventeenth-century city-state 
of Salé, established by Moriscos from Spain, and located on today’s 
Moroccan coast. Corsairing ships from the Maghreb stole thousands 
of men from ships, but also from shores. From lone shepherds to 
entire villages, none were safe from them. Many thus stolen never 
returned home.35

Algiers was a corsairing port. Corsairs, sponsored by the dey, 
would regularly capture the ships of French and British allies, 

34. Pennell, “The social history of British diplomats in North Africa,” 348. See also 
Clancy-Smith, Mediterraneans, 344.

35. Weiss, Captives and Corsairs, 1, 7.
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towing them into port, distributing their riches, and enslaving 
their crew and passengers. Corsairing had declined over the course 
of the eighteenth century, but in the shipping chaos caused by the 
Revolution, it enjoyed new impetus. Algerian, but also French and 
British corsairs, roamed the Mediterranean, often capturing ships 
carrying Bacri goods. The Bacris would charter the ships of neutral 
powers and load them with goods for non-neutral ports, such as 
Marseilles. Woe betide any corsair that captured a Bacri ship. The 
Bacris always involved the dey in their trading ventures, and he 
would angrily demand restitution and compensation for any ship 
caught for which the Bacris sustained a loss. Over the years of the 
war and beyond, the Bacris drew various powers into long drawn-
out battles for restitution of goods or the payment of their value. 
Due to the involvement of deys in the Bacris’ business, these spats 
were often elevated to the level of state relations, and consuls were 
inevitably the messengers.

Consuls were also required to maintain almost constant trade 
negotiations, a process in which members of the Bacri family played 
a central role.36 Every consul had a dragoman, or interpreter, but 
they would often find that a Bacri would interpose himself in the 
middle of negotiations, whether they be economic or political. 
Bacris did not make a distinction. All the consuls interacted with 
the brothers and their nephew regularly, whether for trade, finan-
cial, or diplomatic negotiations. If they didn’t quite socialize, they 
nonetheless spent considerable time in one another’s company and 
homes, discussing strategies and making deals. The diplomatic cor-
respondence is rife with tales of the exploits of Mordecai, Jacob, 
Joseph, his son David, and Naphtali Busnach. Consuls reported 
conversations verbatim; they gave close descriptions of physique 
and character. The Bacris bring these separate sets of diplomatic 
correspondence together. They become a focal point of the contest 
between France and Britain in particular, and they shine light on 
it from an external, nonnational perspective. Thus they, and the 
dynamic of contest that they reveal, are the focus of this book.

36. See Kämpe, “Competition and Cooperation,” 37; Calafat, “Les Juridictions du 
consul.”
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Consuls were the agents of imperialism in Algiers. Imperialism in 
the regency was informal, in more than one sense. It was informal, 
because those powers that sought imperial influence did not seek 
to formalize their relations of power, but instead, for the most part, 
allowed consuls to act as representative agents. But it was informal, 
also, because it was mediated by personal relations. It was here that 
the Bacris were expert. The world in which they operated was gov-
erned by personal relationships: between the Bacris and the dey, as 
well as his ministers, and between the Bacris and various consuls. 
This was why the Bacris always sought to establish a personal rela-
tionship with any new consul in the regency. Those representing the 
lesser powers in the regency, such as American and Swedish consuls, 
tended to acquiesce in these relationships. French and British con-
suls would react to overtures with astonishment and outrage. It was 
an insult that one often levelled at the other, that they were in league 
with the family. It would not do for the representatives of these great, 
competing nations to be drawn into the Bacris’ web.

The newly created United States of America, a particularly sig-
nificant latecomer to the Mediterranean, understood the contest 
in different terms. The signing of the Declaration of Independence 
did not mark the beginning of US shipping to the Mediterranean. 
Ships from New Britain, protected by the crown, had been sailing 
to the Western Mediterranean since the seventeenth century. They 
had immunity from attack by corsairs bought by the British gov-
ernment, which paid tribute to the Barbary States for protection. 
In the ports of Southern Europe, British-American colonists found 
willing buyers for their cod and grain.37 With the independence 
of the United States in the late eighteenth century, this shipping 
met new challenges as the new republic sought to assert itself as 
an independent trading power. After 1783, US ships could no longer 
rely on the security provided by the cover of the British flag. Indeed, 
in a practice it was to use widely throughout the years of war, Britain 
used Barbary corsairs as proxies in the trade contest, both stifling 
US trade and leaving the sea clear for British merchantmen. It was 

37. This discussion draws on Silvia Marzagalli’s important and groundbreaking work 
on American shipping in the Mediterranean, as part of the larger Navigocorpus project. 
Marzagalli, “American Shipping into the Mediterranean,” 43.
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effective. US vessels became easy prey to the depredations of Bar-
bary corsairs. They were frequently raided, and trade suffered ter-
ribly. In 1785, Algerian corsairs took two US ships: the Maria and 
the Dauphin. By December 1795, there were approximately 150 US 
slaves in Algiers.

The United States, too, had to deal with the Bacris. In the final 
years of the eighteenth century, pressure from US shipowners to 
continue and extend trade in the Mediterranean did not abate. 
US grain, naval stores (resin-based components such as tar, pitch, 
turpentine, pine oil, and rosin, used in building and maintaining 
wooden sailing ships), as well as dried cod, and rum were in demand 
in Europe’s Mediterranean ports, and the number of US ships pass-
ing through the Straits of Gibraltar was increasing. In March 1794, 
Congress narrowly approved the creation of a navy, authorizing 
the building of four forty-four-gun and two thirty-six-gun ships of 
war. In a test of the new republic’s abilities on the world stage, Con-
gress also sought peace with Algiers, the busiest corsairing state.38 
Bacris were at the center of negotiations. Joseph Donaldson Jr. was 
employed to bargain with Dey Hassan. After some discussion, they 
reached terms: the United States would pay Hassan $642,500 in 
cash, as well as an annual tribute in naval stores to the value of 
$21,600. This was equal to an extraordinary seventeen percent of 
the annual US budget. It was Mordecai Bacri who supplied the 
necessary gifts for the dey and his family, at a value of approxi-
mately $21,000.39 This was a peace bought dearly, but as Jefferson 
saw it, “when the Barbary States threatened American trade in the 
Mediterranean, they threatened the well-being of the American 
Republic.”40

The US Senate ratified the treaty in early 1796. This did not 
mark the end of US efforts to ensure the safety of its shipping 
in the Mediterranean. Peace could be fragile, if the annual trib-
ute was late, or if a ruler chose to dislike the diplomatic presents. 
But the Revolutionary War presented too good an opportunity to 
pass up. US ships, neutral in the war, could offer their services for 

38. Peskin, “The Lessons of Independence.”
39. Parker, Uncle Sam in Barbary, 103.
40. Cogliano, Emperor of Liberty, 7.
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intra-Mediterranean trade, and the Bacris were always ready with a 
cargo. With French ports blockaded, and British ships stopping and 
seizing any ship flying the French flag, or carrying French cargo, the 
need for neutral ships to keep maritime trade alive was great. The 
wars began a period of unprecedented growth and great prosper-
ity for US shipping. Between 1790 and 1807, US shipping into the 
Mediterranean grew by five to six times.41

In order to help ships’ captains and merchants deal with local 
authorities, the United States established consular posts in Tangier, 
Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli. In Algiers, Richard O’Brien, master of 
the ship Dauphin when it had been captured in 1785 and captive in 
Algiers since that time, became US consul for the port city, and con-
sul general for all of the Barbary States. It was O’Brien who named 
the Bacris and Naphtali “The Kings of Algiers.”42 Consuls were to 
help secure US shipping by providing assistance to US ships and 
acting as intermediary in any interaction with local authorities. 
They were also required to provide information on the local econ-
omy and trade possibilities. Secretary of State Timothy Pickering 
was a keen reader of this information. He believed “the enterprise 
of American merchants and navigators would prompt them to 
visit the ports of the Barbary powers” if they were well-informed, 
and able to do so safely.43 He estimated that Mediterranean trade 
before independence had counted for one-sixth of the wheat and 
flour, and one-quarter of the fish traded from the American colo-
nies. This trade loaded “outwards from eighty to one hundred ships, 
annually, of 20,000 tons, navigated by about 1,200 seamen.”44 The 
goods came from all parts of the United States. The Mediterranean 
did not take the bulk of US trade and shipping. It was nonetheless 
considered important enough to warrant a costly, drawn-out war 
against Tripoli. In the Mediterranean, Marzagalli argues, the US 

41. Marzagalli, “American Shipping and Trade in Warfare,” 23–24.
42. National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) Atlanta, State Department 

Consular Despatches, Algiers Series, M23, roll 3, vol. 2, n.p., August 24, 1797, O’Brien to 
Secretary of State Pickering.

43. Cited (but not referenced) in Wright and Macleod, The First Americans in North 
Africa, 29.

44. Jefferson, “Report of the Secretary of State Relative to the Mediterranean Trade.” 
Also cited in De Goey, Consuls and the Institutions of Global Capitalism.
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government “cut its diplomatic teeth.”45 But this was the different 
diplomacy of a new nation seeking to establish its credentials on 
an international stage. The United States did not seek to compete 
with France and Britain to gain influence in the regency. Nor did it 
try to block powers it saw as hostile. Like their fellows, US consuls 
dealt daily with members of the Bacri family. But the United States’ 
different investment in the regency means that US consuls could 
generally stand outside the imperial contest between France and 
Britain and see it for what it was. Their letters and reports provide 
us with an important external view of the relationship between the 
Bacris, the French and British consuls, and the Dey of Algiers.

The Bacris sit at the center of this history. It is a history of what 
it was to be a Jewish trader in this volatile world: the opportuni-
ties and constraints they faced, the challenges of devising business 
strategies in the face of these,46 and the ways in which the different 
contexts in which they operated—strategic port city, secular repub-
lic, semi-independent regency of an Islamic empire—contributed 
to and complicated their fortunes. It is a history of Jewishness, too, 
and the ways in which this was perceived and understood by those 
who dealt with the Bacris. Jewishness is a presence throughout 
this book: it is central to the Bacris’ story. At times, this is a posi-
tive attribute, one that allowed the family to reach levels of great 
influence in the regency by virtue of being neither Christian nor 
Muslim. But in the regency, all of the advantages of being a Jew-
ish broker in Algiers could also be vulnerabilities. Deys, chosen by 
the elite Ottoman infantry that was the janissary corps, came and 
went. Many did not die in their beds. When a dey was deposed, 
his trusted advisor would be left exposed. Two of the Bacris were 
murdered either because of or by their dey. Naphtali’s extraordi-
nary rise to power engendered disquiet and jealousy among the 
broader population, alarmed at the power vested in one Jew. He 
was assassinated by a janissary. David, Joseph’s son, was to be the 
victim of the vicious jealousy of the Duran family: trading Jews 
who also sought the advantage of the post of muqaddam, and bitter 
rivals to the Bacris. David was killed on the dey’s orders, after the 

45. Marzagalli, “American Shipping into the Mediterranean,” 62.
46. Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 266.
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Durans spread rumors about him. Jews in the regency who sought 
advancement could be seen to be too powerful, and this could have 
serious consequences.

At other times, the Bacris’ Jewishness was the reason behind 
great hostility from the Europeans with whom the Bacris dealt, 
who brought ideas of Jews and Judaism from their own societies. 
In the eyes of Europeans and Americans, Jews were the deicide 
people, and their lowly position in most Western societies was fully 
deserved. Jews in France had been emancipated, but as Napoleon’s 
partial reversal of this emancipation suggests, they were held to 
a very high standard of behavior. For foreigners in the regency, it 
was an affront to Christianity—and for the French in particular, an 
affront to the nation—that Jews could act assertively, as the Bacris 
did. It is perhaps because of their confidence and ambition that 
they were perceived to be inordinately powerful. It is impossible 
to know whether the Bacris were as powerful as consuls made out, 
but it is important that consuls perceived them to be so. It is rare 
that the Bacris’ voices can be heard unmediated. For the most part, 
they come to us by way of consular letters, as well as a precious 
handful of letters that they themselves wrote, to various ministers 
in Paris, when the French government placed the family and their 
assets under sequestration. The Bacris’ Jewishness—with all of its 
baggage and connotations—was the lens through which they were 
perceived and understood, and this book traces the implications 
of these perceptions, both for consuls and the powers they repre-
sented and for the Bacris themselves.

This is also a family story, and the book is structured chrono-
logically, following the extended Bacri family’s heady successes, 
and their equally dramatic failures. Family ties were no guarantee 
of cohesiveness, trust, or protection; family loyalty lasted only as 
long as each family member did their job well. Much of the drama 
that drives this book turns around the youngest brother, Jacob. 
His business correspondence reveals the breakdown in relations 
and growing acrimony between the brothers and their Busnach 
cousins. A massive fraud committed by a Busnach against a Bacri 
would echo down the generations, as family members pursued one 
another through the courts of Europe for money, and family dis-
putes played out on a wide stage.
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The Bacris were Jewish traders. As we have seen, their identity 
and status as Jews was essential to access the politics and economy 
of the regency. It also allowed them to force their way into events 
taking place around them. When their story is allowed to interact 
with the surrounding histories—just as they themselves interacted 
with their patchwork, varied world—it brings to life a history of war, 
competitive imperialism, corsairing, slavery, and global trade in the 
nineteenth-century Mediterranean. It expands and enriches British 
imperial history, bringing Britain back into the Mediterranean, in a 
time when their presence there has been lost to the historiography. 
It gives shape to an early, self-conscious United States, seeking to 
be recognized as a national player on the big stage of international 
diplomacy and trade. It tells the story of France and Algiers from 
a perspective where the invasion marks an ending, rather than a 
beginning, giving depth and nuance to the story that follows. By 
starting at the periphery, rather than in the metropole, by taking 
a perspective that looks north, across the Mediterranean, we see 
the formal history of French imperialism in a new way. The Bacris 
bring these histories together.

The Bacris sat between the representatives of an old, weaken-
ing empire and the nascent nations that wished to expand into it. 
They give us new access to and perspective on relations between the 
two. They allow us to revisit old stories and pose new and impor
tant questions. We know that in war, imperialism, and diplomacy, 
policies were formed in the metropole. But how did they play out on 
the ground? What happened when a nation’s representatives came 
up against others, whether competitors or independent brokers, who 
had conflicting ambitions? The relations between consuls and mem-
bers of the extended Bacri family allow us to explore how the impera-
tives of the Napoleonic war, imperialism, and international relations 
played out, and were adapted and reshaped, “through incessant 
concession and sparring,” far from the metropole.47 They show how 
people’s interactions in distant ports could determine paths chosen 
and directions taken in the great history of the imperial world.

47. Clancy-Smith, Mediterraneans, 344.
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