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The above title for this article is not intended to devaluate or diminish the merit of works recently published on the history and culture of Sephardic Jews.  I simply wish to draw attention to a phenomenon which we can consider one of the most original and paradoxical of the entire Jewish history and practically unknown: the role of the New Christians (Conversos, Marranos, Anussim) in the colonization and building of the Brazilian civilization.

Only recently thousands of documents were discovered that had remained secret for the last five centuries.  The documents show the pioneering and revolutionary actions of Portuguese Jews who are descendents of Jews forced to convert to Catholicism in the kingdom of D. Manuel (1497).

First of all we need to consider an important factor: the high number of marranos that settled in Brazil, fleeing the terror in Portugal after the establishment of the Court of the Holy Office of the Inquisition and from the discriminatory measures that cut them off from advanced studies, official positions, military orders, and from the Church dignities.

Every ship that left the Tagus, took New Christians to Brazil; in spite of the continuous laws that forbid them to leave Portugal. These discriminatory laws were constantly violated through large bribes, or sometime through the facilitation of ship captains who were themselves conversos
.  Many documents, both official and personal, leave no doubt that Brazil was considered at the time as the “land of the Jews”.

The new Christians were so numerous in the Portuguese colony that Diogo Correa, agent of the Holy Office in Brazil, wrote to the Inquisition in Lisbon that three quarters of the arriving Portuguese are all Jews
.  Most of the complaints about the high number of new Christians in Brazil came from members of the Catholic Church.  Manoel Temudo
, the Vicar of Bahia, capital of Brazil, personally informed the Inquisitors that Jews comprised the largest share of the Brazilian population, and they were owners of vast landholdings and farms.  He stated that these Jews were rich and occupied the best areas of the country and were also the politicians, lawyers and judges. 

Father Francisco Rangel also says about the Jews that “all the land is theirs”
. These observations about large numbers of Jews are repeated by a traveler in Brazil, François Froger, who wrote that three quarters Brazil’s white people were Jews
; In several of my books I mention thousands of names of new Christians in Brazil denounced and/or arrested by the Inquisition, accused of being practicing Jews. Many orders of imprisonment were not carried out because the New Christians were not easy to find in the  enormous territory.
 

According to the present state of research we can say with confidence that approximately 30 to 40% of the Luzo- Brazilian population of the 17th and 18th centuries were of Jewish extraction.

We wonder how easily the Portuguese Sephardim adapted to the new and unknown environment. The colony did offer some favorable conditions, conditions that did not exist in other regions where fleeing Jews settled.  First, they were obviously not alone and didn’t suffer the typical immigrant problems of a new language and strange customs, as they were in a Portuguese colony.  Often family, extended family, friends and neighbors from a village in Portugal would transplant to the same area in the Colony.  All of which meant they enjoyed an extreme solidarity.  United by the same stigma, they communicated with others who were not in close proximity by way of secret societies, codes, symbols and a hermetic languages, all of which frequently are not understood by historians.

The personality types that arrived in the New World were extremely varied.  There was no such thing as a typical immigrant.  Some were adventurers looking for the El Dorado, others were simple workers and others artisans and businessmen. All the men were literate and even half of the stigmatized women knew how to read and write, unusual for the times
. 

We also find in Brazil, Marranos who had graduated  from the University of Coimbra, writers and poets, who spoke several languages, even Hebrew.  But the overall numbers of these cultivated Jews were not as large as those who chose Holland, Germany or Italy as their destinations.  After all, the conditions of life in the New World colony were precarious and even dangerous, and for this educated elite being without superior universities populated with renown scholars was a severe hardship.  Even many books were included in the Index and classified as prohibited reading by the Church.  

There is one important factor that was decisive for the establishment of the Marranos in Brazil:  - agriculture.  The “occupation” or land ownership offered to some Portuguese Marranos the opportunity to share the privileges of the upper class and to integrate or assimilate completely into the main society. As a result almost all of these particular New Christians disappeared as part of the Jewish people.

The main occupations of the New Christian for their first and second centuries in the New World were agriculture and commerce. They had an extraordinary role in the development of economic life in the Americas, has as already been pointed out by several historians
. In Brazil they were pioneers in introducing sugar cane, and energized commercial transactions and provided decisive steps towards  commercial capitalism.  

On the world economic stage, the Luzo-Brazilian Marrano merchant played a decisive role. The financial success of the Brazilian New Christians brought them to the attention of Inquisition officials, and through long discussions and intensive correspondence, the Portuguese King and the Holy Office representatives decided that a Court of the Inquisition in Brazil would be crucial because of the great numbers of Jews and heretics, and, as they were very rich, the crown would not need to spend any money if their goods were confiscated, which was nearly always the case.
 

Nevertheless, the Tribunal was never established in Brazil. Historians have discussed this matter and have several hypotheses to help understand the reasons why such a Court didn’t come to pass, especially when Mexico, Cartagena and Peru had already formed Tribunal.  Through my research, I came to the conclusion that the Court of the Inquisition was never established in Brazil for local reasons: the power of the New Christians in the Senate was very strong in Bahia in the 17th century
. The owners of sugar plantations ruled the colony and occupied powerful positions in the Senate. They were called the “homens bons”(good men).

There was always a strong animosity between the Brazilian colony, especially Bahia and Lisbon, and the pressure of the Crown and the Church trying to exert their will over the population often resulted in violent reactions.

Crypto Jews appeared in this period occupying fundamental positions in the local political and administrative life. Diogo Lopes Ulhoa, is an example, suspected of Judaism along with the rest of his family. He spent most of his life in Bahia and was constantly watched by Holy Office Agents. In the “Great Inquire” of 1646, he appeared and was denounced by 65 people.
  He had the confidence of the governor Diogo Luis Oliveira, and was oft criticized by the High Clergy as the “mimoso do governador” (delight of the governor) or “the Count-Duque” in essence, the “Duque of Olivares.” He was responsible for the most important decisions and personally answered the entire correspondence from the King to the Governor.
 

During this same time period, Gonçalo Homem, the brother of the famous Inquisition prisoner Dr. Antonio Homem known as “Praeceptor Infelix” who was burned at the stake, lived in Bahia and occupied an important position in the government.

 Even more freedom to practice the Jewish religion was to follow.  From 1630 to 1654, when the Dutch occupied the Northeast of Brazil, many New Christians influenced by the Jews who arrived in Pernambuco together with the Dutch, reconverted to Judaism and openly joined the Jewish Congregation. This re-conversion to Judaism caused frequent traumas and psychological conflicts. When the Dutch were expelled from Brazil in 1654, a group of Jews went with them or subsequently followed them, but the majority of new Christians remained in Brazil, to endure a tragic fate.

The discovery of gold and diamond mines changed the political and social landscape of colonial Brazil.  Portugal intensified their economic control over the colony, imposing repressive laws and restrictions. Wealthy men with significant land holdings in the Senate – many of whom were Marranos - lost much of their power.  The colony was now ruled by a vice-king that imposed laws and had the absolute right of life and death of its citizens. Meanwhile in Portugal, the Inquisition doubled its persecutions and opened a new period of extermination. The first half of the 18th century represents the highest period of activity for the Portuguese Inquisition.

As we know, medicine was almost a monopoly of the Iberian Jews during the Middle Ages. Even after the enactment of discriminatory laws, Marrano doctors continued to practice, as there was often in Portugal a strong dichotomy between laws and their practical application.  Jewish doctors attended many kings and members of the nobility. According to the author of The History of Brazilian Medicine, 
 this tradition continued in Brazil.  At first all the doctors in the Brazilian colony were Jews .  In the first century in the New World doctors arrived with degrees from Coimbra University, but then in the 17th and 18th century during the great economic boom, wealthy Marranos sent their sons to Portugal for higher education and many studied medicine at Coimbra University, though by now the school had undergone faculty and staff changes as a result of the great anti-Semitic movement.  Still many remained who were strong critics of the Portuguese political system.  In fact when University graduates returned to Brazil many were accused of Judaism and arrested by the Inquisition.

The first initiative to introduce a scientific spirit in Brazil came from a Marrano doctor, José Henriques Ferreira.
  He arrived in 1771 as the private physician to the Vice King Marques de Lavradio. He established an institution of higher learning.  This school – named the Academy of Sciences of Rio de Janeiro - made significant changes in the Luzo-Brazilian mentality. It had multidisciplinary studies that brought together pharmacy, botany, literature, linguistics, and history.  The father of Doctor José Henriques Ferreira, named Antonio Ribeiro de Paiva was a surgeon and spent part of his life in prison accused of the crime of Judaism. After his release from prison in Portugal, he followed his son to Brazil and became responsible for the Botanical Studies of the Academy. Manoel Henriques de Paiva, a brother of José Henriques Ferreira, came with him to Brazil and also was a member of the Academy. He wrote in many languages and was one of the most prolific Luzo-Brazilian writers. 

The Academy of Sciences of Rio de Janeiro introduced a new critical approach for all works produced by its members. All the works had to be submitted for critical analyses, without any prejudicial remarks about those who didn’t agree with a particular work.  For the obscure and fanatical spirit of Portugal, this mentality was not acceptable and the Academy did not survive, cut off from all support.  

In 1779 doctor José Henriques Ferreira returned to Portugal and in the next year he died. He left a letter to a relative in Paris, the famous Portuguese humanist Antonio Nunes Ribeiro Sanchez in which he complained about the lack of support he received from Portugal and regrets that the Academy was not approved of by his home country.

After his death, his memoirs were published in Spain and Portugal and one of his texts was read in a session of the Academy, in which he denounced the charlatans, vagabonds and incompetents posing as doctors and practicing throughout the Brazilian colony. Also his father left an excellent botanical work in which he criticized the proliferation of ignorance in Brazil.  It is at least odd that even after having been judged by the Inquisition and imprisoned in Portugal; Antonio Ribeiro de Paiva had the courage to return from the colony to his home country.  Also his son Manoel was admitted as a professor of Chemistry at the University.  However, he was later dismissed, accused of spreading subversive ideas and not observing the rituals of the Catholic Church.

It isn’t possible to speak about the New Christians and Jews in Brazil during colonial times, without considering some aspects that profoundly marked their behavior and their mentality. The new “habitat” created a new man.  However, we find among the Sephardic descendents in Brazil a great diversity of culture and interests.

A famous Brazilian historian, Sergio Buarque de Holanda,
 presented an interesting thesis about the mentality of the Portuguese people in Brazil.  He felt that the “worker” and the “adventurer” represent two opposite ethics.  One, the adventurer, lusted after new experiences and uneasily accommodated himself to the “previous,” to the existing order.  He preferred discovery to stability.  The worker, to the contrary, preferred security and accommodated himself to get it.  According to this historian, the American continent was colonized by men of the adventure type.  We can find among the New Christians and Marranos a similar pronounced inclination for the worker type.

Different from the established Christian population, the New Christians had no place in their own country. Their great dreams were to find a place where they could live safely and securely.  These words were pronounced by a Marrano: “…this land was created for us and our ancestors.”
 But even after they became established in Brazil, the New Christians were obligated to move from one place to another.  Inquisitorial agents were relentlessly hunting them down, and these Jews at least were obliged to have two homes and two or more names.

In addition to farmers, artisans, doctors, lawyers, writers, and poets, the Brazilian Colony was host to all kinds of adventurers who were strong characters, mentally prepared for any and all kinds of experiences. A new kind of Jew emerged from the deep jungles, arrogant, proud of his origins, rebellious, fighting Indians, governors and ideas.  These types of New Christians were not known by historians until discovered by later researchers. We did not know, to give an example, that the most famous adventurer and pioneer in the 17th century, Antonio Raposo Tavares, was Jewish.
.  This fact changes many interpretations given by Brazilian historians about the wars against the missions.  The historical role of Raposo Tavares for territorial conquest was fundamental.  With two thousand men, Portuguese and Indians, he crossed the entire Brazilian territory, from the south to the Amazons. To him, we owe our knowledge of the dimension of Brazilian territory
. But his great fight was against the brothers of the Company of Jesus.  Raposo and his companions killed Jesuits, burned churches and destroyed images and statures of saints, not only for ideological reasons (both Brazilians and Jesuits needed the Indians’ exclusive labor) but for economic competition.  We know from our research that the Provincials at the Missions were connected with the Inquisition in Lima and carried the title of Commissary of the Holy Office.  These Commissaries had orders from the Inquisitors to arrest and kill the heretical Jews, considered unfaithful and false Christians.  

The Jesuit Father Antonio Ruiz de Montoia wrote to King Felipe IV, asking for his support against the invaders and destruction done by the Portuguese from Brazil in the Reductions (Missions) of Paraná and Uruguai. 
.  In the end, Raposo Tavares and his companions captured from the Jesuits all these Paraná and Uruguai Reductions.

Political antagonisms between Spain and Portugal was transferred to America with local aggravations. The Portuguese were seen as enemies, a danger to the security of the state. From 1580 to 1640 Portugal belonged the Spanish Habsburgs. All the Portuguese were considered Jews by the Spanish and appointed as anti-Jesuits and anti-theocratic.

The Company of Jesus was an anti-Semitic Order and from the last decade on the 16th century did not allow any New Christian to belong to their Order.  In Brazil they were the most active agents of the Portuguese Inquisition and responsible for the imprisonment of hundreds of Jews.

Raposo Tavares, as noted by his primary biographer Jaime Cortesão, wanted to demystify the Universe and nature. It took exceptional courage to fight against the most prestigious Order of his time: the Company of Jesus.  The Jesuits referred to people who lived in what was then the village of São Paulo as “brutos” (brutes). Because they destroyed the Reductions and let Indians die without the “extrema unção” (extreme blessing). The Jesuits accused them of all kinds of sacrileges, including contempt of holy religious objects, and of “keeping not only Saturday as the Holy Sabbath but also celebrating the Jewish feasts, and of eating meat on the Catholic Good Friday.

Raposo was the soul of the struggle against the Jesuits’ Reductions.  Fighting with two hundred white men and 1000 Indians, he destroyed the Spanish Jesuit Reduction spiritual chain in Itatim.  He arrived in Brazil at age 18 with his father and a brother.  His stepmother Maria da Costa, in whose home he grew up, was forced to remain in Portugal because she was arrested by the Inquisition and accused of the crime of Judaism.
 She was tortured and held at the Inquisitional prison for six years. Numerous members of Raposo’s family were imprisoned by the Inquisition.  Maria da Costa asked the Inquisitors to allow her to migrate to Brazil with her two small children, as all her property and possessions had been confiscated and she and her children were living in abject circumstances.   But her request was denied.  She died never having seen her family who had already fled to Brazil. 

Antonio Raposo Tavares had several political positions and he fought against the narrow political minds of kings and governors. In Sao Paulo, Tavares created what was then a new concept of life: personal freedom. The war of the “paulistas” (residents of Sao Paulo) against the Jesuits, had ideological motivations: the Jesuits were linked to the Inquisition of Lima, and the Provincial in charge had the title of “Comissario” of the Holy Office. They were charged by the Inquisition of Lima to watch, persecute and excommunicate the heretical New Christians. The Superior of the “Reductions”, Diogo de Alfero, Comissario of the Holy Office of the Inquisition of Lima, hated the Jews and was responsible for punishing and excommunicating them. The “bandeirantes” killed him.
  The purpose of the Jesuits was to deliver Raposo Tavares to the Inquisition. 

Much was written by Brazilian historians about the personality of Antonio Raposo Tavares. His biographer Jaime Cortesão wrote a severe criticism about the myths oft-repeated by traditional Brazilian Historiographies – he asserts that we have no real evidence in support of the supposed crimes of Antonio Raposo Tavares and the bandeirantes. According to Cortesão, the facts that are mentioned in the Jesuitical documents are distorted.
Antonio Raposo Tavares conquered for Brazil the areas that became the states of Parana, Santa Catarina, Rio Grande do Sul, Goias, Mato Grosso, Rondonia and part of the Amazonas state.

We don’t know much about the private life of Antonio Raposo Tavares and his family.  The Inquisition was responsible for the creation of a real “culture of secrecy” that is fundamental for the understanding of the lacunia Portuguese society from 16 to the 19 centuries.  We do know that Raposo Tavares was an iconoclast who did not attend church, nor listen to Mass, did not respect Catholic holidays nor the rituals of the Church. We have one piece of significant evidence of his Judaism: When a Jesuit asked him under what authority he was destroying the Reductions, he answered; “The right that God gave him in the book of Moses.”

New Christians in the New World often appear as revolutionaries fighting for justice and equality in a war of independence from Portugal.  In Brazil we have a famous case in the state of Maranhão, in 1684, when a most popular man, Manoel Beckman, fighting for civil rights started the greatest political movement in the 17th century.  Discovered only a few years ago, an inquisitorial document testifyed that he was a Jew that kept some Jewish traditions.
  He was supported by his brother Thomas Beckman and both of them fought against Portugal exploitation, the corruption and the authoritarianism of the Portuguese government. There was no violence, but the revolution expelled the Jesuits from Maranhão, closed the Company of Commerce and arrested the governor. During 15 months Beckman maintained Maranhão under the control of a revolutionary government supported by the majority of the people.  

The anti-Jewish feelings and the prejudice against the New Christians appear clearly in the words of the governor Sá e Menezes who hated the Jews and referred to  the Beckmans in offensive terms: “criminal Jews”, “miserable Jews” and repeated by their supporters “Burn this Jewish dog.” On the other hand we do find references that offer high praise about the honest character of Manoel Beckman. Thirty years after his death, the people of Bahia and Belem were still talking about his heroism and his tragic end.  Manoel’s Beckman attachment to the land of Maranhão was expressed in his words before he was hanged: “Happy I die for Maranhão”. Even so, when he understood that he was near his end, he said to Hilário de Souza, Captain in Belém, that “if he could, he would leave to the sinagoga in Holland, and would never more entered in Portugal.”

We have many documents that mention that Manoel and Thomas Beckman were Jews and it’s mentioned sometimes that they were New Christians.  However, many aspects of the Revolution remain unknown. We do have information that a great many documents related to this period were destroyed by a nephew of Manoel, who was a functionary of the Senate. Maybe this act was because he wanted to erase the Jewish origin of the family and/or their involvement in the revolt against Portugal. 

Thomas Beckman studied at the University of Coimbra and he is considered the ideologue of the Revolution, known as “Jew, head of the Levante.” The two Jewish brothers were the first to battle cry in the 17th century for independence of Maranhão.   The Brazilian historians Varnhagen and João Francisco Lisboa mentioned that a great hero died for his principles.

In this brief article I wanted to give a few examples of different characters - Sephardim - and of their behaviors in the Americas.  These rich experiences in the New World were totally different from those of New Christians who established themselves in other regions of the world.  A new type of man emerged in the tropics with a totally new mentality.

Sephardim historiography does not include Brazil. Some historians want to exclude the New Christians as part of Jewish history because they failed to openly return to the practice of the Jewish faith.  But a strange phenomenon happened in Brazil 500 years after the original conversation process was undertaken by the Catholic Church and the Monarchy.  Recently we’ve identified individuals and families still observing Jewish rituals.   Some of them know that the rituals are Jewish and others have no idea why they observe them.  But many of them want to return to Judaism. In colonial Brazil the Jewish identity carried much more weight in everyday Jewish life.  There is an enormous difference between the New Christians who remained as Marranos and those who returned to the Jewish faith. 

The New Christians were “divided men” as I wrote in my book in Cristãos-Novos na Bahia. Many of them integrated into Brazilian society through holding high positions in political and cultural life but always remained hostile to the Catholicism as skeptics, agnostics, or atheists.  The historian Sergio Buarque de Holanda made the statement that Catholic orthodoxy was never very strong in Brazil.
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