
A PORTUGESE SAGA

Over the past five years I have had the good fortune to join the Jewish Historical Seminar groups in their enlightening and enjoyable tours to various important sites of the Jewish Diaspora.   With the invaluable input and guidance from Yom Tov Assiss and Shalom Sabar and the charm and warmth of Debbie Zuberi, these tours have provided for many, whether in Israel or still in the Diaspora, a vital insight into an overall continuity of Jewish life, culture, traditions and beliefs over the two millennia of exile.

Of the ten tours in which I have participated , there were those such as to Greece (Salonika), Transylvania, and the Balkans where the memories of the Final Solution  were fresh and ever present. On the other hand, in Turkey, Uzbekistan, Italy, Alsace and Morocco we were witness to the erosion and virtual disappearance of Jewish communities and life as the  results of emigration (in many cases to Israel) and assimilation.  In Spain, of course, a glorious chapter in our history, the end came largely by way of expulsion but also by way of massacres. In the case of the expelled Jews however, the benevolence of the Ottoman rulers ensured the reconstruction and flowering of the Sephardic heritage in other lands, some of which we visited. 

I, for one and. It transpires, many others have always bracketed together the fate of the Jews in the entire Iberian Peninsula, whether in what was later to be known as Spain or in the sovereign state of Portugal, as one of expulsion and dispersion. In  preparation for this tour I did  begin to become aware of the differences and, it was only during the tour did I realize the tragedy surrounding these differences and the echoes thereof to be heard to this day.

At the time of the expulsion of the Jews from the various Spanish Kingdoms in 1492, by the edict of Ferdinand and Isabella, there were living in the  kingdom of Portugal some 80,000 Jews. These were immediately supplemented, in 1492, by some 120,000 Jews from neighbouring Castile and the resulting Jewish population of Portugal reached some 200,000 constituting about 20% of the then population of Portugal. These Castilian Jews brought with them their historically high level of Jewish and general culture.  Within 5 short years however the Portuguese king in seeking, for strategic reasons of state, the hand in marriage of the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella agreed to give, as “mohar” (dowry), an undertaking to expel all the Jews from his kingdom. Shortly thereafter, as an alternative to acting on his undertaking, he subjected, by way of stratagem and otherwise, all the Jews to forcible conversion rendering them all Conversos or New Christians.

Many of these Conversos remained for many generations crypto Jews and, as such were, in many thousands of cases, subjected to all the horrors of the Inquisition. Even apart from the crypto Jews the entire community of Conversos was the subject of hostility by the general population with even the Church adopting a racial position relegated them to an inferior status.

And so this obviously large community of crypto Jews continued, in secret to practice  forms of Judaism which, with the ravages of time, became more and more diluted and vague. A small number of these crypto Jews managed during the course of several generations to escape for example to Amsterdam, Salonika and Morocco there formally to return to Judaism. As for the rest, they remained in the main “Jews of Silence” and only in isolated communities, primarily in Belmonte did they maintain a form of underground community life .

It was only in the early part of the 20th century with the detailed and persistent investigations and writings of a Polish Jewish engineer, Shmuel Schwartz, resident in Portugal, that the continuing saga of the crypto Jews in general, and the Belmonte community in particular, became known to the Jewish world. Incidentally, Schwartz’s father, Issachar Moshe is credited with an original though possibly fanciful explanation for the term Marrano as being a corruption of the Hebrew term   Mareh Ayin   --- which translated means “ as appears to the eye”,  the idea being that the Marranos were Christians only in external appearance.  At around the same time, a Portuguese army officer, Artur Carlos de Barros Basta, of crypto Jewish origin returned to his Jewish origins by way of full conversion and initiated a movement for the return of other crypto Jews. Whist succeeding in having an impressive Synagogue erected in Oporto and in publishing a newspaper, Barros Basta was subjected to persecution and harassment and his movement came to an end..

In recent times, many crypto-Jews in Belmonte community underwent formal conversion and worship in a beautiful Synagogue in an idyllic setting. However the position of the Belmonte Jews is not an altogether happy one and, despite their full conversion, they are looked upon with suspicion in some, official Jewish religious circles apparently owing to their desire to maintain . within the framework of their prayers, those prayers which had developed over the centuries, being passed on from generation to generation and which, whilst devoid of even the remotest christological content, nevertheless were considered to have some non-Jewish form.  And so, in the reported words of one of the community “ having spent the centuries as crypto-Jews we are now considered as crypto-Marranos”.

Of the many experiences and encounters on this tour two stand out as having had strong personal impact. The first was meeting and hearing the story of a Portuguese psychiatrist, who whilst knowing that he was of remote Jewish origin could by no means be described as being a crypto-Jew. We met him on Shabbat in the sparsely attended large Oporto Synagogue and heard his story over dinner. It transpires that, in the course of an erstwhile relationship with a German lady friend, she confided in him that she was aware that her grandfather had been an active SS officer. She sought to live out the trauma of this fact and perhaps to do a form of penance by seeking out Jewish spiritual sources and she persuaded her Portuguese friend to accompany her to the Oporto Synagogue. Apparently this visit triggered off a wave of enquiry in her Portuguese friend which resulted, after much effort and no small amount of time, in his becoming a fully converted and traditionally observant Jew. The other experience was at the Lisbon Archives where among the many fascinating original documents speciallydisplayed for view was one of their over 30,000 files of the Lisbon Inquisition. This one happened to be of the great grandfather of none other than Baruch Spinoza. Seeing at close quarters an Inquisition file was  quite  disturbing.

Equally disturbing was this juxtaposition of the two stark instances of Jewish martyrdom, albeit separated by five centuries and the questions it raised. To what extent was the obvious feelings of penance felt by this German granddaughter paralleled by the historical and spiritual successors of perpetrators of the Inquisition. We know that various successors of the “Silent Pope” of the 20th century have expressed formal regret for the excesses of  their forbearers. Some have even done so using terms which were interpreted as complimentary --- referring to the Jews as “our elder brother”. This “compliment”, in its true meaning lies at the base of Church doctrine concerning the Jews. A doctrine which in earlier times gave rise to the Inquisition and , in more recent times  resulted in the silence of Pope Pius. In accordance with this doctrine we are elder brother in the sense that Manasheh was older than Ephraim (the two sons of Joseph). However the “Crossed” hands of their grandfather Jacob ensured that the blessing of the elder Manasheh went to the younger Ephraim. It was not a far step in Church history and practice for the unblessed to become the cursed.

All of this is a very brief historical survey which is available to all who seek to enquire. My own reaction to my visit, in the light of this history, and being brought into close contact with people, only a small fraction of whom are still identifiable as crypto-Jews has been personally significant. The realization  that 500 years ago 20% of the Portuguese population were Jewish, underwent forced conversion and, in the main disappeared from the Jewish world has a relevance to  the mystique of Jewish existence and identity in general and to the contemporary Jewish scene in particular.

These were some thoughts that the 2008 JHS tour to Portugal helped to surface.

Yisrael Shachter                                                                          February 2008.

Ra’anana, Israel.
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