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the line between lies and truth.
It is Friday, and the sky and the sea look the way they did on
Tuesday. The ship leaves no wake. The crewmen grumble from
task to task. I crossed this ocean as a wide-eyed teenager a dozen
years ago. I never thought I would be going back to Spain this way.
If I returned at all, it would be as a merchant weighted down with
enough silver to build myself a fine house in Madrid or, better yet,
Bordeaux. To live like a gentleman, like one of the dukes of
Alburquerque.
Three times a week the quartermaster opens the hatch and orders
me and the ship‟s other prisoner to haul ourselves up onto the deck
dragging the chains that were welded to our leg irons in Veracruz;
Tuesday and Friday for an hour of fresh air and exercise and
hygiene. Except that the air is fetid, exercise is clumping from one
mid-ship rail to the other, and hygiene is dousing with a bucket of
seawater. Sunday we hear mass with the crew and the ship‟s
company of marines. The chaplain does not offer us the
communion wafer. A quick Ite, missa est and the quartermaster
shoves us back into the hold.
The other prisoner is Santillana. No first name, he says, just
Santillana. We pass the interminable hours in our hole below deck
scratching for vermin and telling each other lies: about the towns
we grew up in; the trouble we got into as children; women;
monumental binges. Santillana must be twenty years older than I
am, maybe more. His beard, as best I can tell beneath the grime, is
white, and his hands and arms are covered with the spots that come
with age. I don‟t know how many times I‟ve asked him to tell me
what he did to land him in this stinking ship‟s hold, but all he ever
answers is, “We‟re all sinners, aren‟t we? One way or another. The
Devil‟s children.” On his left hand, where the index finger used to
be, is a gnarled stump, but he won‟t talk about that either.
Sometimes, when I ask him yet another question that he will not
deign to answer, he‟ll say to me, “You talk today, Diego. I don‟t
feel like it. But I love your stories. Tell me whatever you like: I
won‟t rat you out. It‟s not in me to spread gossip.” And then he
gives a wheezing laugh, the way so many miners do, their lungs
choked with dust.
So I talk, my back against the creaking hull and my legs braced
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against a barrel to keep the leg irons from rubbing off another layer
of skin every time the ship pitches or rolls. Stories to fill the hours.
Some of what I tell him is the truth, and some . . . I‟ve told so many
tales in my life, to so many people, that I‟m no longer sure that I
know the difference between what is a lie and what is the truth. As
if that matters now.
There aren‟t many men who can say they have been tried three
times by the Inquisition and escaped with their lives. One time, yes,
and with luck they let you go with a slap on the wrist and a fine and
a program of penance, prayers, and candles. And your moment of
fame in the auto-de-fé, don‟t forget that. Twice, maybe: with a
flogging, a stretch in jail, and the loss of every peso the Holy
Office can squeeze out of you. But a third trial, that almost
guarantees you a date with the garrote or the flames. I must be one
of the lucky few. Or maybe not, seeing what lies ahead for me. I
can still hear that friar‟s nasal whine: “He shall be paraded through
the city streets on the back of a donkey while the town crier reads
out his crimes; then, stripped to the waist, he shall be given one
hundred lashes with a whip. He shall be taken to Spain where he
shall be made to serve as an unsalaried oarsman for eight years in
His Majesty‟s galleys. When his service is complete, he shall be
remanded to the Inquisition prison in Sevilla. He shall be banned
from the Indies for life. He shall forever wear his sambenito in
public. And for the rest of his life he shall hear mass every week
and take communion at least three times a year.” Well, the stripes
on my back are nearly healed, and where there‟s life, there‟s hope.
Only God knows what the future will bring. “Amen!” echoes
Santillana with that scratchy laugh of his.
I was born into an old-Christian family in the Spanish city of
Segovia. My father, Diego de Acosta Alburquerque, had moved
there from Braganza, in Portugal, for business reasons. We were
related to the illustrious dukes of Alburquerque, which gave us a
certain elevated status, although not a lot of money. Since you
can‟t get anywhere in this world without the proper credentials, my
brother Juan went to Madrid and had papers drawn up attesting to
our purity of blood and our condition as hidalgos. After my first
trial here in Mexico, I went to Puebla and paid a notary to draw up
another set of papers just for me, in case I ever needed them: fancy
paper, an official seal, and all the relevant particulars. Set me back
thirty reales. How does that sound, eh? That‟s the family story I
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always told people. The truth? Well, Father was from Braganza. As
was my mother, Beatriz de Acosta. And my grandparents, too, the
whole family. Sometime way back they went there from Spain. But
as far as I know my parents never set foot in Segovia. Instead, once
they left Portugal they went to Bordeaux and set up a business
importing cloth. That‟s really where I was born, in Bordeaux,
around the year 1600. They told me I was baptized there, too, in the
Church of the Holy Cross. And here I am, crossing the water again.
My earliest memories are the Bordeaux harbor: the ships‟ masts as
tall as trees, the wharfs along the Gironde River, the crowds of
merchants and sailors, the dizzying smells of leather, dyed cloth,
and spices rising from the barrels stacked alongside the
warehouses. I can‟t have been more than four or five years old, but
those masts and barrels etched themselves into my brain. At that
age I didn‟t see the garbage, the drunken sailors passed out in the
alleys, the rats: just the wonder of those enormous masts against
the blue sky. That‟s what I remember most from those years. That
and the fact that my father was never home and my mother smelled
of lavender.
Like all great ports, Bordeaux attracted the plague; it struck the city
hard in 1605. Anyone with money moved away. My parents took
me, my older sister, Isabel, and my two baby brothers, Luis and
Juan, to Toulouse. During the six years we lived there my sister
Beatriz de Acosta was born. She lives with her husband back in
Bordeaux. I think she must be eighteen or nineteen by now.
Isabel‟s in Bordeaux, too. My father had enough money to send me
to the Jesuit school. At first my mother went with me every day. As
a woman she couldn‟t go into the school, of course, but she waited
at the street door until I had crossed the courtyard to my classroom
and had been herded inside with the other six-year-olds. She was
there when they let us out, too, and she would walk me home in the
afternoon. What I mostly remember from that school was how hard
the benches were and how the schoolmaster‟s black cassock
swirled behind him as he paced back and forth droning the
rudiments of Latin into us. Any seat softer than those benches and
we all would have fallen asleep. Over and over we would recite for
him the Latin conjugations and declensions. By the time we left
Toulouse I had almost finished the third level and could read most
Latin texts without much difficulty. My favorite was the Wars. My
friends and I used to act out the battles, chasing each other with
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stick swords, arguing about who would get to be Caesar, and
shouting out our battle cries in Latin. When we weren‟t pretending
to be at war, we played tag or threw a ball around. Most of my
schoolmates were from families like mine, just off the boat from
Spain or Portugal. We all spoke Spanish or Portuguese at home,
and we played in those languages, too. The few French kids at that
school used to get angry with us, but most often we ignored them,
unless we needed them to fill out some team, in which case we
switched to French.
What else did we study? Numbers, of course. We had to know
basic arithmetic to be admitted to the second level. That wasn‟t
hard, though, since at home most of us were surrounded by
business talk. Our fathers, almost all of them textile merchants,
insisted that we master the rudiments of keeping accounts. We
learned religion, too. Besides hearing mass every morning in
church, we had an hour of catechism every day. And when we
weren‟t reading the classic Latin authors, we got a steady diet of
the lives of saints. Most of us could recite the Flos sanctorum by
heart. I could, anyway. I hear something two or three times, I
remember it. Word for word.
I think those were the happiest years of my life. I often went with
my mother and our kitchen servant, Paola, to the great open-air
market behind the Jacobins Church. After the day‟s shopping,
Mother sometimes bought me a small toy or a sweetmeat. If the
baskets of vegetables were too heavy, Mother would pay one of the
market boys to help Paola carry them back to our house.
Sometimes she bought a live goose or a chicken and my father cut
its throat with a knife in the small yard behind our house. On
special days when there was no school, my brother Juan took Luis
and me hiking up in the wooded hills outside the city. In the high
pastures there were cows and sheep and horses; lower down we
often stopped to watch peasants leaning into their plows, their
massive yoked oxen billowing great clouds of steam in the early
morning air. Later in the summer, when the fields turned brown,
we would watch the lines of farmers scything down the stalks of
wheat or barley and tying them into neat sheaves that they forked
onto carts to take to the threshing floors. On clear days we could
see all the way to the snow-covered peaks of the Pyrenees that
form the border with Spain. We had relatives over there, in Madrid,
and my brother Juan would talk about one day going to visit them.
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On Sundays we all trooped to mass together as a family.
Another lie. No, not what I‟m telling you: how we were living. It
was all a sham. I‟m not talking about the happy times. Those were
real enough. My father was gentle with us, letting us do pretty
much as we wanted, and never raising a hand to us. But in one way
he terrified us. And that was by warning us, over and over, that we
must never, ever, tell people what we did behind the closed doors
of our house. When he said that his eyes grew as hard as flint, and
he lowered his voice so that we had to strain to hear him. There
were certain things that we must not share, not with our friends at
school, not with our Jesuit teachers, not with our confessors when
we grew old enough to make confession. Not one word, ever. And
what was this terrible secret?
At first, I remember, I didn‟t have the faintest idea; I saw things
through a child‟s eyes. Gradually I picked up hints about how we
were different. When the family sat down to eat, my father blessed
our food with some mumbled words in a language I did not
understand, words I never heard at school. Nobody in our house
ever crossed themselves the way my school chums were always
doing. I knew all the important Christian prayers, thanks to the
Jesuits, but when we were in our house I never once heard my
parents pray the Our Father, the Ave Maria, or any of the others. At
home we had no woodcuts of saints, no holy water font. At the
market my mother never bought sausages. We rarely ate beef, and
when father brought some home my mother covered it with salt
and washed it two or three times, but not until she first closed the
kitchen shutters. We fasted on the days the priests told us to, of
course, but we fasted on other days, too.
When I was old enough to ask why we did all this, my parents
began to explain things to me. The Christians in France kept one
Law, my father said, but we came from Portugal, so we had a
different Law with different customs. Ours was the Law of Moses,
not Jesus. That‟s why we washed our hands before and after we
ate, and why we tried not to do any work on Saturday, and why at
home we never crossed ourselves. Our kitchen maid Paola was
Portuguese, too, so naturally she did all those things with us. But
we weren‟t allowed to let anyone else in Toulouse know because if
anyone saw what we were doing, they might report us to the
authorities. And it could be dangerous for our relatives in Spain. To
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the world outside we were good Christians. Alburquerques,
members of the Portuguese nobility. That‟s what we wanted
everyone to believe; that was the face we showed our nonPortuguese friends. So naturally, when I was arrested the first time
in Mexico, that‟s what I told the friars who questioned me. A
family of good Christians, through and through, one hundred
percent.
We lived in Toulouse for six years or so and then went back to
Bordeaux because my father thought he would have better business
opportunities there. But since the plague was still raging, we took
the ferry across the Garonne River to Libourne, where we lived in a
small rented house. I didn‟t like Libourne very much. It was a
small town, and after Bordeaux and Toulouse it seemed pretty dull.
There were hardly any other Portuguese kids to play with, and I
had few friends. I mostly sat around our house and dreamed about
the day we would go back to Bordeaux. I soon discovered that in
this life you have to be careful what you wish for. After two years
in Libourne my father judged that the plague had abated
sufficiently for us to return to Bordeaux. He was wrong. Right after
we moved into our new house he got sick. We buried him a week
later and my brother Luis shortly after that. Then the hard times
began.
What with all the moving around, my father had left us very little,
and what there was—mostly unsold cloth—the creditors took.
Childhood was over: it was time for us all to go to work. All meant
the three women and me. Beatriz, who must have been five or six
when my father died; my mother; my sister Isabel had married Luis
de Acosta when she was sixteen, but eighteen months later, still
childless, she was a plague widow and back living with us. My
brother Juan had already left the family, gone south to seek his
fortune in Spain. In the two rooms we now rented in Bordeaux,
Isabel and my mother spun thread and tatted lace every day from
sunup to sundown. That‟s what we lived on, the thread and lace
that my mother sold to a couple of clothiers in the Place des
Carmes. I left our rooms every day before sunup and went to the
market where I earned a few sous helping unload the produce
wagons or toting peoples‟ purchases home for them. As for Paola,
within a week of my father‟s death my mother realized that we
could no longer afford her, so she had to go.
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I was thirteen or fourteen and, like all boys that age, proud of the
thin fuzz on my chin. One afternoon my mother came home and
told me that one of her Portuguese customers, a Senhor Horta de
Silva, with whom she had begun keeping company, had a brother
in Rouen who was a shopkeeper and needed a cashier who was
good at languages and numbers. Would I go?
Would I go?! What do you think? I jumped at the chance to leave
home. Horta put up the money for passage, making it clear that I
would have to repay him, and I was also expected to send half of
my wages back to my mother and sisters in Bordeaux. Two days
later I found myself sailing up the Atlantic coast to Honfleur, from
which a riverboat took me up the Seine to Rouen. The world was
mine. I felt as free as the terns swooping all around our boat, their
eyes searching for the flash of minnows in the gray water. As I
watched them, I could see myself in a boardinghouse with a
window that overlooked the roofs of the city; or exchanging
confidences with my new friends in some great plaza while we
stuffed ourselves on sugared fruit and flavored ices; or in the back
pews of a dark church, in intimate conversation with one of the
beautiful girls I felt certain abounded in Rouen. Soap bubbles, all
of it, going pop-pop in the breeze.
Reality turned out to be one airless room over the stable behind
Horta‟s house. I had no time to make friends: Hernando Horta de
Silva worked me from dawn to dusk, and I feel certain he would
have worked me half the night, too, if it weren‟t for the price of
candles. And as for girls . . . the only female I talked with was
Horta‟s wife Lucrecia, who weighed two hundred pounds if she
weighed an ounce and had more pockmarks on her face than there
are flies in a slaughterhouse. There was nothing sweet about her.
She was a busybody, too. She and her husband may have been of
our Nação, but the reek of fried salt pork in their house made it
clear that they had put all that business behind them.
Senhor Horta‟s accounts were so simple that I quickly mastered the
bookkeeping. I kept his shop neat, too, and alerted him when he
was about to run out of some fast-selling item. Before long he had
me writing out the orders for new stock. When I found him
someone who would sell him buttons for only half of what his
current supplier charged, he put me in charge of buying. Most of
the time Horta just sat looking out the window or ogling the
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women who came into his shop. After a few months I could see
that Senhor Horta had come to depend on me, so I screwed up my
courage and told him that if he wanted me to continue working for
him I needed more free time to myself. He harrumphed for a while,
but finally agreed to let me break off early a couple of times a
week, providing, that is, that I got all my work done.
About this time I met Juan Carvallo, who had a business
provisioning ships on the quay. Carvallo was a dozen years older
than I, a strapping, red-headed fellow with muscles that bulged
from years of lifting heavy barrels. He knew his way around, too.
Among other things, he looked out for the Portuguese newcomers
in Rouen. One Sunday as I was heading home from mass he struck
up a conversation with me in the street. I thought it was a chance
meeting, but I believe now that he had been looking for me.
Anyway, what with one thing and another, we soon became
friends. The upshot was that he invited me to observe the Kippur
fast with him and his family. Although some vague memories of
fasting with my parents when I was a child came back to me, lots
of what the Carvallos did was completely unfamiliar. For one
thing, after the evening meal before the fast they all took off their
shoes. They dressed up in their finest clothes—I remembered that
from when I was a child— but the men all put on hats, even though
we were indoors, and that was new to me. We had gathered in an
inside room, so the only light came from the dozen large new
candles that Carvallo‟s wife lit after chanting a few words that I
didn‟t recognize or understand. And then they began to pray the
Penitential Psalms in Portuguese and some other long prayers in a
language that I now know was Hebrew. They prayed the whole
night and the entire following day. I thought I would die from
boredom. The only thing that kept me awake was figuring how I
would explain to Horta why I had missed an entire day‟s work.
When I got home Lucrecia de Horta lit into me. Where had I been?
What had I been doing? I told her I‟d been having a good time with
my friends, that we‟d drunk too much, and that I‟d been sick the
whole next day. She didn‟t believe me for a minute. “It‟s that
Jewish fast. That‟s what you‟ve been doing. Don‟t you know that
you are condemning your soul to Hell?”
Well, I knew that‟s what Christians believed, but since I‟d been
friends with Carvallo I had been thinking of myself more as a Jew.
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Obviously I couldn‟t tell Senhora Horta that, so I just nodded my
head, as if I was agreeing with what she was saying. She rattled on
about how the mercy of Christ would save me if I would have faith
and follow his Law. I nodded again, but she insisted that I swear to
her that I would. Since I wasn‟t inclined to do that, I told her I
wanted some time to think it over. She forbade me from leaving the
house, insisting that she was caring for my soul the way she would
for her own son‟s, and said we would talk some more in the
morning. Sure enough, no sooner was I awake than she called me
to the room that served the Hortas as an office. I didn‟t see any
point in arguing with her, so I told her that she had truly convinced
me to be a Christian. I thought that might be the end of it, but she
straightaway took me to the Monastery of San Agustín to talk with
her confessor, whose name I have long since forgotten. For the
next two months he fed me a steady diet of Christian doctrine.
Eventually the friar‟s arguments made such perfect sense to me that
I resolved to commit myself with all my heart to the Law of Jesus
Christ and to live and die under that Law. And from that day to this
I have been a true and faithful Christian.
Santillana gave one of those wheezing coughs that were his idea of
laughter. “A true and faithful Christian, eh? So that‟s why they put
you on this stinking ship, to show us what a model Christian was
like. No need to worry about your soul: if we sink, it will float.” He
laughed again. “I‟m too old a dog to jump at that bone.”
All right, then. So it‟s not precisely true; but it‟s a nice story, isn‟t
it? The Mexican Holy Office believed it, at least for a while. The
real truth is that the whole Horta family brought the Law of Moses
with them from Portugal and followed it just the way I did. That‟s
why my mother sent me to them. Later, back in ‟15, when King
Louis booted the Jews out of France, the Hortas moved to Flanders.
That‟s where they are now, safe and sound, so I can tell you this
without any risk to them. Lucrecia Horta never tried to convert me
to the Law of Jesus; she was too busy keeping the Sabbath herself.
And as for the friar teaching me to love Jesus Christ and the
Blessed Virgin . . . Lord knows the friars have tried often enough.
But in those days I was too certain of myself to entertain the
thought that what I knew might be wrong. My parents had
drummed into me that their Law was the true one, and that was
good enough for me.
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I don‟t think that any of my close friends from those days were
Christian. I mean not true Christians. In fact, most of them were ten
times more Jewish than I was, though unless they knew you well
enough to have confidence in you, they would never let you see it.
It was Juan Carvallo who gave me my first detailed lessons about
how to keep the Law of Moses, things that I still remember as
clearly as the day he instructed me: the laws of the Sabbath; the
great fasts; Shevu‟ot; Sukkot; Tsha b‟Av; the Passover seder; and
reading the scroll of Esther on Purim. I learned to call those days
by their Hebrew names, too, just the way they did. For each festival
they made me memorize everything I had to do. Roshanah, the first
two days of the new moon of September: you can‟t work, you have
to wear your best clothes, and you have to give charity to the poor
members of the Portuguese community. Hanucah, in memory of
Judas Macabee‟s victory over the Gentiles: the first day you light
one little candle and hang it up on the wall, the second day two
candles, and so forth, up to eight. Or maybe it was only seven.
Something like that. I learned by heart half a dozen prayers, too:
the first prayer of the morning; the prayer for washing hands; all
kinds of things. In Spanish, most of them, but a few in Portuguese,
a couple of short ones in Hebrew. I memorized the words, though I
can‟t tell you exactly what they meant. The one I said most often
began . . .
Santillana interrupted me. “So, is there any sex in this story? Or am
I going to have to listen to you praying the whole damn
afternoon?” “Hold your water,” I said. “I‟m getting to that.” The
old fart only wanted to hear about women. Well, all right. I hadn‟t
even scratched the surface of the things we did in our prayer group
in Rouen. But it really didn‟t matter which direction my story took.
We were just passing the time.
Here it is, then: how I fell in love. At least I guess it was love. It
was at Carvallo‟s house, and her name was María de Acosta. No
relation to my mother‟s Acostas. She was slim as a willow wand,
with black hair and eyes the color of coal. She was a widow, they
said, whose husband João had died on his way to Salonica. The
Carvallos had taken her in when her husband went away in return
for María helping out with the two Carvallo children. When nearly
three years had passed without their hearing one word from João,
they had presumed him dead. Under Catholic law, of course, which
demands concrete proof of widowhood, María could not remarry,
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but nobody I knew cared much about those things. If João wasn‟t
dead, then he had abandoned her, and that was enough for the
Carvallos. If María took a new husband, Rouen‟s Portuguese
community would not object.
At first, in my innocence I assumed that the Carvallos had their
eyes on me as María‟s potential new husband, although since I was
just fourteen I realize now that was hardly likely. In those days I
was visiting the Carvallos‟ house once or twice a week—I tried to
spend at least part of the Sabbath with them when I could—and
before long María and I grew close. Well, one thing leads to
another, and despite the fact that she was eight or ten years older
than I was, we became confidants, spending hours together sharing
our thoughts and dreams. We began to touch hands, and our eyes
began to reflect more than just friendship. By December the
weather in Rouen turns cold and dank, and two can heat up a bed
far better than one. That first night—my very first, to tell the
truth—as our hearts slowed and the sweat dried on our exhausted
bodies, she asked me to call her by her real name, Miriam. Our
daughter, Clara Margarita was born just after the Great Fast of
September. She was just learning to walk when I left Rouen eight
years ago. I have had no news of them since; nor they of me, I have
to say. I pray that they are still alive and happy and getting on with
their lives. It wouldn‟t be right of me to go back to them, not after
all this time. María‟s bound to have found someone else by now.
Even if I survive the galleys, I don‟t think I will ever go back to
Rouen. So why did I leave them? Time passed, the way it does. I
got older, and as my eyes opened wider to the world around me,
Rouen seemed to shrink. María‟s honey voice began to sound shrill
and demanding. The cashier‟s job was a dead end, the salary was
lousy, the prospects . . .
“And you‟re a bastard at heart, just like all of us men.”
Santillana smiled. “Don‟t forget that.”
“All right. That, too.”
“And a liar.”
“Only when it suits my purpose.”
Santillana snorted. “Only then?”
“Do you want me to go on, or not?”
“Mmmmm.” Santillana at his noncommittal best.
“Yes or no?”
“Have you got something better to do?”
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I didn‟t, but now I was angry, so I sat silently and glared at him,
even though I knew he could not see my face in the dim light of the
hold. Minutes passed.
Finally curiosity got the best of him. “You were fed up with your
life in Rouen. So then . . .”
David Gitlitz lives in Rhode Island; for more information on his publications
visit www.gitlitzdavidson.com

Eliyahu Enriquez: Poet
Eliyahu Enriquez is a descendant of Filipino anusim. He has been
in a long process of reawakening, acclimation, and solidarity. He
has found himself not alone in the Filipino-Hudyo identity.
Enriquez believes that Filipinim are in a unique position, with the
potential to build bridges between East and Western Spanishspeaking countries as well as its Far-East Silk Road ties. Enriquez
has been conducting research into the burgeoning Jews of Color
(J.O.C.) movement, tracking Israel-East Asia cooperation, as well
as chronicling the mitzvot of East Asian Jewry, with a focus on
Filipini overseas migrant workers in Israel, as well as Filipino
Jewry. He is a frequent micro-blogger and is working on a benefit
in support of the Comfort Women of WWII, among other projects.
Eliyahu very much misses giving complementary poi shows (a
form of juggling in which the balls are swung around the body) to
off-duty IDF soldiers in Tel Aviv.
Filipino Hudyo
—Hudyo means "Jew, Jewish, wily" in Tagalog—

If Hebrew is the letter of fire
Let my words be boiling water
That melt in the light
And wail in the night
I'm a self-hating Hudyo
I'm a self-hating Filipino
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Toward the Rising of the Tsunami
My sister Mercy and her husband, Joshua, own a
beauty salon called B & M, whose acronym is the
antithesis of another ineffable ritual:
At each sunrise, purple, black, and white bath
towels are strewn all over the dining room table
with a mahogany pavilion carved at the heart,
manufactured in China, Pakistan, and India. While
Bahay Yosef sleeps in during muted Saturday
morning cartoons, Lola Keturah folds laundry into
banners, the shape of Lolo Terah's stroke-imbued
mouth, balancing mantle after mantle upon Asian
carp. He supervises from an orange-cushioned sea
beside the stairway. K'ruvim glisten below their
razor gaze, and as we get a head start on the Silk
Road to everywhere but Yerushalayim, your dreams
are bestirred by the aroma of olive oil tombs,
opining.

Laura Cesana’s Artistic Exploration
of Crypto-Jewish Portugal
Lytton N. McDonnell

L

aura Cesana‟s reputation as an internationally renowned artist
is well warranted. Born in Rome, Cesana spent her childhood
in New York City, and currently lives and works in Portugal. She
has exhibited her work since the 1970s, held almost ninety onewoman shows on four continents, and is represented in museums
and public collections in Portugal, France, Italy and Brazil. She
also has advanced degrees (in Economics, Art, and Education)
from each of the countries she has called home.
Her creative work has drawn inspiration from a diverse array of
sources at different points in her career, including abstract walls,
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the poetry of Fernando Pessoa, women and fantasies, and sea and
music. However, it is her “Jewish phases” (artwork dealing with
blessings, abstract candles, roots, etc.) and her research on Jewish
vestiges in Portugal, that have perhaps garnered her the greatest
acclaim in recent years.1 Her interest in the long and often
shrouded history of Jews in Portugal, was initially sparked by a
poignant dream she had after attending a conference at the
Gulbenkian Found-ation in Lisbon on the “Jewish influence on the
Occidental civilization.”
Cesana‟s initial attraction to the subject in the early 1990s quickly
transformed into a multi-year “voyage” of research and artistic
exploration—an inner and outer journey that would become, as she
describes it, one of the most exciting periods of her professional
life. Cesana‟s “voyage” took her throughout Portugal, from the Val
de Judeus (Valley of Jews) to Ponta Delgada in the Azores. She
learned about the “Feast of the Grasshopper” and other Jewish
customs that were distinct to Portugal, and she researched the lives
of well-known Portuguese Jews of the past, including Marrano poet
Samuel Usque, noted rabbi Abraham Isaak Aboab, and a slew of
other astronomers, physicians, philosophers, and playwrights. In
talking with people all-over Portugal about her budding project,
Cesana often received comments such as: “Oh, my grandmother
was a crypto Jew” or “my mother was practicing such things” or
“my father-in-law was…” and the news would always be shared
with great tenderness, which Cesana found very moving. At the
same time, she took time to explore her own understanding of
Portugal‟s crypto-Jewish heritage by creating a series of artistic
works.
Her voyage culminated in the publication of Jewish Vestiges in
Portugal: Travels of a Painter (Vestígios hebraicos em Portugal:
viagem de uma pintora). Published in 1997, on the 500th
anniversary of the expulsion/forced-conversion/massacre of
Portuguese Jewry, this book is as unique as it is informative. It
combines historical and ethnographic notations with photographs
and original artwork to create an elaborate depiction of littleknown segments of Sephardic Portuguese Jewry over the last
several centuries.
The artwork itself (including the copper engravings found on the
previous pages as well as the oil on canvas works entitled,
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“Margaridas, etc.” and “A Viagem,” on the front and back covers
of this issue) combines traditional still-life motifs of fruit and
Jewish table settings with modernistic artistic forms—cubes,
collages, overlapping, streaking, tattering, and shadows. Often the
paintings are embedded with Jewish imagery such as menorahs or
candles, as well as other elements borrowed from the more discreet
Jewish practices that persisted after the Inquisition, such as
candeias (oil lamps). As Cesana notes, “For many centuries the
cripto-Jews [sic] in Portugal substituted the candle with the oil
lamp, which they would hide in a closet or in a jar in case a
stranger should suddenly appear.”2 (The engravings accompanying
this article feature several images of candeias.)
Written in both Portuguese and English, the book stands as a very
diverse, and at times a very personal picture of Portuguese Jewry
over the centuries. In many ways, it exposes readers and viewers to
Portuguese Jewish landmarks in a manner that has never been
attained by the few existent guidebooks of the area.

The photo features Enriquez‟s cousin, Joel Romulo (far right), and classmates, during cadet
training, c.1995, at Manuel S. Enverga University Foundation, Republic of the Philippines.
The image evokes the common folk of the archipelago rising to the challenge; as well as Yoel
4:10 which reads, "Beat your plowshares into swords and your pruning hooks into spears; the
weak one shall say, 'I am mighty.'" Other prominent surnames in Enriquez‟s family are
Armamento, Robles, and Rivera, mostly residing throughout the Philippines and nearby Hong
Kong.

81

HaLapid: Journal for the SCJS
Now in its second edition, more information on the book and Laura Cesana‟s
artwork can be found at www.lauracesana.com or if you find yourself in Lisbon,
why not visit Laura Cesana‟s atelier in person!
1. In 2004 Cesana held several shows in different cultural spaces, including
Lisbon‟s Main Library, Museum of Patriarcal, Insitututo Camões, Centro
Nacional de Cultura and the City Museum. These collections included many
pieces from her "Jewish phases."
2. Laura Cesana, Jewish Vestiges in Portugal: Travels of a Painter (Vestígios
hebraicos em Portugal: viagem de uma pintora), Lisboa: ISBN: 972-97370-0-2,
p.66. Laura Cesana is the publisher and editor of both editions.

Book Reviews
Miriam Bodian, Dying in the in Law of Moses: Crypto-Jewish
Martyrdom in the Iberian World. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2007. xvii + 278 pp. Reviewed by Juan
Marcos Bejarano Gutierrez
In the aftermath of the explosive violence that began in 1391 and
continued at various levels throughout the fifteenth century, many
conversos resigned themselves to their status as New Christians.
Many abandoned Jewish praxis for practical reasons. Noting this,
Don Isaac Abarbanel states:
They don‟t observe G-d‟s laws, rituals,
and commandments for fear of the
Gentiles. Lest they the Christians, should
say that since now they form part of
them and their society, if they observe
the laws of Israel they would be killed as
sectarians and heretics.1
But the fear of punishment by the Inquisition was insufficient for a
select number of individuals who preferred to remain or even
become faithful to the Law of Moses, regardless of what
consequences they might encounter.
Dying in the in Law of Moses: Crypto-Jewish Martyrdom in the
Iberian World is written by Miriam Bodian and reviews the cases
of four such individuals: Luis Rodriguez de Carvajal, Diogo
d‟Asumpcao, Francisco Maldonado de Silva, and Lope de Vera y
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Alarcon who ultimately chose a road to martyrdom after being
arrested by Spanish Inquisitional authorities. Bodian begins with a
brief review of the concept of martyrdom as perceived in ancient
and medieval Jewish sources. She also provides a review of the
events which created the converso phenomena in the fourteen
century.
But the heart of the book is focused on the analysis of the four
martyrs. The four individuals in question were products of the late
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and reflected the Judaizing
experience in both in the Iberian Peninsula and in Spanish holdings
in the New World. Interestingly, Bodian reveals that d‟Asumpcao
was of limited Jewish ancestry and de Vera y Alarcon appears to
not have been of Jewish ancestry. Both however opted for a path of
spiritual discovery towards Judaism which ultimately led to their
arrest and eventual martyrdom. This fact reveals the complex
makeup of crypto Judaism and the diversity of Judaizing adherents.
What is most significant about these individuals and distinguishes
these four martyrs is the nature of their confrontation and
argumentation with inquisitors and surprising elements found in the
interchanges with the Inquisitors. All were well educated and could
count knowledge of Latin
as a part of their
intellectual
repertoire.
This knowledge as Bodian
comments opened up
sources
otherwise
inaccessible to the average
crypto Jew/Judaizer.
Once the die was cast, the
four largely abandoned
any notion of conciliation
to the Church, even if only
to preserve their lives, and
instead opted to present
their
commitment
to
Judaism to the utmost. In
fact they did so with a zeal
which
must
be
characterized at times as

No céu (Up in the Sky), engraving on copper

83

HaLapid: Journal for the SCJS
almost evangelistic. Regarding a cell mate of Luis Carvajal, Bodian
relates:
The cellmates began to discuss theology. Presumably, they
also pledged not to reveal each other‟s beliefs to the
inquisitors. Neither informed on the other, and as a result the
friar was sentenced only for his unauthorized administering
of sacraments—despite the fact that after his conversations
with Luis he was actually converted (in some fashion) to the
Law of Moses.2
Bodian also comments on the influence of Christian dissidents and
martyrs on the
mentality
of
Jewish
or
Judaizing
martyrs.
The
willingness of
Christians
to
suffer
martyrdom
challenged
a
group
that
survived by its
very secrecy. If
Christians were
willing to suffer
martyrdom,
however,
so
should Jews. As
Bodian notes:
One of the
hallmarks of
the
great
judaizing
Leite e mel (Milk and Honey), engraving on copper
martyrs was
their readiness (and ability) to engage the inquisitors in
disputations for months or years on end. Death at the stake
was inevitable. But if the martyrs rejected a compromise and
chose to be burned alive (rather than being garroted first),
they achieved the crowning distinction.3
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In contrast to many other crypto-Jewish individuals who were tried
and ultimately punished by the Inquisition over a period of several
centuries, these individuals opted for a path characterized by a
defiant defense of their own convictions and a fervent attack on
Christianity itself. While crypto Jews arrested by the Inquisition
were often characterized by a rather minimal knowledge or
simplistic understanding of the “Jewish” practices they observed or
the beliefs they maintained, these individuals represented rather
sophisticated and developed personal theologies.
The minimal level of Judaic knowledge found among most crypto
Jews was to be expected given the fact that Jewish educational
resources were so limited in Spanish held areas even within two
generations of the last openly practicing Jew having departed. In
fact, for many crypto Jews, faith was typically an amalgamation of
Jewish and Christian beliefs and practices. In light of this, Bodian
emphasizes the intellectual and educational sophistication of the
four eventual martyrs.
Bodian investigates a largely under analyzed area in crypto-Jewish
research. She argues that elements of Protestant belief appear to
have influenced crypto-Jewish religious thought. Bodian points out
that contrary to popular opinion that Reformation theology had not
penetrated Spanish culture, it indeed had and that it extended a
surprising influence on the four. The most significant factor is the
Reformation element emphasizing the authority of the Biblical text
and the autonomy of the individual in approaching the Bible. In
fact, the Alumbrado movement is noted specifically for its apparent
influence on Luis Carvajal. Among its various tenets, the
Alumbrado movement de-emphasized objects of worship and
ultimately drew the attention of the Inquisition on suspicions that
they embraced Protestant sentiments.
A number of works have been written on the Inquisition and on
crypto Judaism. Few however, have delved so eloquently and
readably into the unique elements that both explore the issue of
martyrdom among crypto Jews and Judaizers and distinguished
also these individuals from the countless others who experienced
the same fate. Dying in the Law of the Moses joins Miriam
Bodian‟s other work, Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation:
Conversos and Community in Early Modern Amsterdam as a
valuable contribution to the study of conversos and crypto Judaism.
85

HaLapid: Journal for the SCJS
Sources

1. Jose Faur, In the Shadow of History: Jews and Conversos at the Dawn of
Modernity, (New York: SUNY, 1992), p.50.
2. Miriam Bodian, Dying in the in Law of Moses: Crypto-Jewish Martyrdom in
the Iberian World, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), p.63.
3. Ibid., p.xi.

Mitchell James Kaplan, By Fire, By Water (New York: Other
Press, 2010) pp.320, Reviewed by Deborah Wohl Isard
If ever a book should be judged by its cover, it‟s By Fire, By Water
by Mitchell James Kaplan. The book‟s cover immediately sets the
tone for this well-crafted and engaging work
of historical fiction that takes place during the
Spanish Inquisition and the days leading up to
the expulsion of the Jews in 1492. The cover
image hints at fragments from an ancient
Hebrew text, the proven existence of which
would shake the very foundation of
Christianity. Toledoth Yeshu is the name of
the scroll that surfaces in the possession of
Genovese merchant mariner Cristobal Colon.
The scroll is then hidden again after passing
through the hands of the novel‟s main
character, Luis de Santangel, Chancellor of
the Treasury for King Fernando of Aragon. The search for this
parchment and the fear that its possession engenders, weaves
throughout the novel.
Immediately, the reader wants to know how the image of the
woman on the cover informs the context of this historical novel.
She wears a crucifix: perhaps she is a converso struggling with her
decision to renounce the faith of her ancestors in order to stay
alive? She wears a wedding ring: perhaps she comes from a family
of New Christians but hasn‟t revealed her Jewish heritage to
members of her new household? Perhaps she has been asked to
provide the names of religious cohorts in order to spare the life of a
loved one? Never did I imagine that the image is actually a small
segment of a much larger work of art.
The portrait on the book‟s cover is of Queen Ysabel, a detail from
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an 1843 oil painting by Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze, entitled
“Columbus before the Queen.” Kaplan‟s interpretive account
indicates that the portrait of Queen Ysabel shows her in the throes
of spiritual confusion. Kaplan artfully conjures-up questions Queen
Ysabel poses to herself: “To what extent was her desire to purify
Castile and Aragon motivated by her love for Jesus, and to what
extent was it motivated by her resentment over the Muslim theft of
her land, centuries before her birth? If anger more than love fueled
this desire to cleanse her nation, was that desire unholy?”
Before the Queen can formulate a clear position, she succumbs to
the influence of the notorious Inquisitor, Tomas de Torquemada,
whose tentacles of distorted ecclesiastical authority spread far and
wide. As both her confessor and her political advisor, it is known
by historians that Torquemada held terrible sway over Ysabel. As
a character in this historical novel, he seems to appear whenever
the reader needs to be reminded that evil can exist even in the guise
of one purporting to be doing God‟s work on earth.
The title By Fire, By Water, is borrowed from an ancient Hebrew
piyyut, a poetic meditation on destiny, death, and God‟s perceived
intercession. Recited for centuries by Jews all over the world on the
most holy of days Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, it is known as
the unetanneh tokef: “Who shall live and who shall die, Who at the
measure of days, and who before, Who by fire and who by water,
Who by the sword and who by wild beasts…” It is a fitting title
and one which reminds the reader that the characters‟ destinies
have been pre-written.
The search for a second book, a manuscript of the transcribed
deposition testimony of a certain tortured converso, is another
piece of the story. With plenty of mystery and good old-fashioned
intrigue, Kaplan unapologetically depicts what men will do when
confronted with the dire consequences of looking evil in the face.
Kaplan‟s experience as a script writer serves him well as he
supplies his characters with believable dialogue that is consistent
with their personalities. We know what the characters think and
feel, and the words they speak are credible given what we know
about their circumstances. Indeed, the assortment of languages
within the novel: Spanish, Hebrew, Arabic, Latin, and Italian, make
the storyline all the more plausible.
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In keeping with the genre of historical fiction, the novel‟s
characters are composites of known historical figures who faced
similar challenges and opportunities. The characters themselves
are truthful insofar as they shed light on a dark and mysterious
period of history. Kaplan offers the reader a convincing amalgam
of historical context within which fictional characters, portrayed
convincingly, bring alive a world that is at once exotically beautiful
yet insidiously treacherous.
Through the fictional female protagonist of the story, Judith
Midgal, a highly skilled silver-smith, Kaplan introduces the living
conditions of Jews during la conviviencia period (711-1492).
Circumstances place Judith on a dramatic path, including her
association with Luis de Santangel, an actual historical figure,
indisputably descended from a converso family and responsible for
helping to finance the voyage of Christopher Columbus in 1492.
A multitude of characters inhabit the complex world into which
Kaplan invites the reader. Some minor characters turn out to have
played a pivotal role in their only scene. Occasionally, it might be
frustrating for a reader, having bonded with one of Kaplan‟s
skillfully depicted characters, when the character does not appear
again or ends up playing only a temporary or minor role.
Conversely, one might consider lightly the actions or words of a
character who is briefly mentioned, but later discover that the
individual deserved closer attention. Some may consider this
inconsistency to be a weakness of the author‟s writing; however,
this reader considers it to be one of Kaplan‟s strengths.
In life, we do not know ahead of time the moments, the people, or
the situations that will ultimately influence the course of our
personal journey. Uncertainty of loved ones‟ welfare was typical
of the times, as was the possibility for people to go for years
without knowing if a loved one was dead or alive, if a secret was
discovered or still intact, if a choice made was the right one. It
behooves the reader to pay attention to what Kaplan chooses to
include or omit.
Kaplan‟s very readable book could be described as a story about
deadly secrets, intentional and inadvertent betrayal, political
intrigue, crises of faith, and religious zeal. It is also a historical,
sociological, and anthropological study of the late fifteenth century
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of the Iberian Peninsula in the years preceding the discovery of the
New World. By Fire, By Water will appeal to both the academic or
pleasure reader. Ultimately, this is a book about people and the
choices they make within the context of the particular
circumstances of the world in which they live.
I recommend this novel especially for those who enjoy the genre of
historical fiction. They will be engaged in the well-crafted plotlines and develop empathy for the characters while becoming
informed about the connections between four simultaneous worldchanging events: the establishment of the New Inquisition in
Castile and Aragon, the re-conquest of Granada, the expulsion of
the Jews from Spain, and Columbus‟ ambitious quest to sail across
the ocean. Kaplan is a gifted storyteller, who has used the historical
novel By Fire, By Water to, in his own words, “reveal the dramatic
core of history.” At the conclusion of the book, Kaplan treats the
reader to the section, “Author‟s Notes,” and reveals what in the
story is fact, embellishment, and well-intentioned fabrication. Do
yourself a favor and wait to read this section until you have
completed the novel.
By Fire, By Water may be ordered from www.otherpress.com

Historical Recipe
Haroset from Bordeaux
Adapted from Quiches, Kugels and Couscous: My Search for
Jewish Cooking in France, by Joan Nathan New York: Knopf,
2010, p. 42.

Joan Nathan
Helene Sancy‟s haroset recipe goes back to her family‟s residence
in Portugal before the Inquisition. It is probably one of the oldest,
if not the oldest, existing haroset recipe in France today. Her
husband‟s job is to grind the fruits and nuts in the brass mortar and
pestle, which they inherited as it was handed down through the
generations.
Although the Sancys do not roll their haroset into balls as is called
for in other old recipes from Spain, they have another fascinating
Passover custom: first they say a blessing over the (maror) bitter
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herbs: in their case, romaine lettuce, as a reminder of slavery in
Egypt. Then they wrap the romaine around parsley, which has been
dipped in salt water, a little celery, and about a teaspoon of
haroset. The Ashkenazi way, in contrast, is to sandwich bitter
herbs and haroset between 2 pieces of matzo. Curiously, the
Sancys‟ recipe for haroset, in this land of vineyards in the
Southwest of France, includes no raisins.
2 apples, peeled and quartered
1 ¾ cups dates
1 ¾ cups walnuts
1 cup almonds
1/4 cup hazelnuts

Put all the fruits and nuts in a food processor and pulse until
blended, stopping before they become completely puréed. Haroset
should have some crunch.
Yield: About 3½ cups
Joan Nathan is a widely published author of Jewish cooking. She divides her
time between Washington, D.C. and Martha's Vineyard. For more information
on Joan Nathan‟s publications visit http://joannathan.com/books

IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT!

2011 SCJS Conference in San Diego

©www.ichotelsgroup.com

It has been awhile since SCJS has visited San Diego, and we are
looking forward to the 21st Annual Conference. San Diego is
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consistently rated one of California‟s top vacation destinations.
The Crowne Plaza is the site of this year‟s conference and it is
located in Mission Valley, the heart of San Diego, just off the I-5
and I-8 interchanges. The address is Crowne Plaza Hotel, 2270
Hotel Circle North, San Diego, CA 92108. We were able to
obtain a special room rate of $95.00 per night for single through
quad occupancy. Please contact the hotel directly to make your
room reservations.
For reservations go online
<https://resweb.passkey.com/go/21stannualconference>
or call: 1-888-233-9527
Be sure to mention that you are a member of the SCJS Conference
group when making your reservations in order to guarantee the
special room rate. Please contact the hotel before the July 8, 2011
cut-off date to receive the special conference rates. The Crowne
Plaza is offering the rate for three days preceding and following the
conference, so why not take advantage of the offer?!
Crowne Plaza amenities include free parking, high speed internet,
data ports, fitness center, large heated pool, sauna and 24 hour
business center. Request non-smoking rooms when making
your reservations. There is also a full service restaurant, small
café and sushi bar on the premises.
The San Diego International Airport is close-by and airport
transportation is provided by Cloud Nine Super Shuttle. The
shuttle cost is $24.00 for a round trip, but please call in advance for
a discounted rate of $18.00 round trip. Remember to give them
code 7J379 to receive the special rate.
For reservations go online: www.supershuttle.com
or call 1-800-974-8885.
Hurry and register early in order to receive the bonus $10.00
discount off the conference registration fee The discount will be
available only through July 1, 2011. Note that early bird discount
is not available for non-member registration, meals or vendor sales
tables.
Looking forward to seeing all of you in San Diego!
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Gloria Trujillo, SCJS VP of Conferences & Meetings
2011 SCJS Conference Registration Form
OPTION 1: Full Conference Registration
Cost per person includes all presentations, entertainment, and includes two
dinners, one lunch, two continental breakfasts and all refreshment breaks.
Kosher meals are available upon advance request at an additional cost.
SCJS member early bird registration: $190.00 x __ (# of people)
SCJS member regular registration (after July 1): $200.00 x __ (#)
How many people (if any) want vegetarian meals?: __ (#)
Supplemental charge for Kosher meals: $75.00x __ (#)
OPTION 2: Partial Conference Registration
Cost per person includes attendance to presentations for time,
day(s) and meal(s) indicated. Supplemental charge for Kosher meals if
requesting partial registration per day—no walk-in requests accepted.
Sunday ONLY (includes dinner ): $59.00x __ (# of people)
Monday Evening Concert + Dinner ONLY: $40.00 x __ (#)
Tuesday ONLY (includes breakfast): $59.00 x __ (#)
Monday &Tuesday ONLY (breakfast, lunch, and dinner): $180.00x__
How many people (if any) want vegetarian meals?: __ (#)
Supplemental charge for Kosher meals: $25.00x__ (days) x__(people)
VENDOR REGISTRATION:
1 Vendor sales-table for full conference $70.00 ___
Vendors must register before AUGUST 4, 2011
Conference Payment $ ________

Total

Questions? Contact Gloria Trujillo: gtruj@aol.com
Make cheque payable to: Society for Crypto-Judaic Studies (SCJS) and mail
with completed registration form to:
Gloria Trujillo, P.O. Box 3943, Montebello, CA 90640.
Name:___________________________________________________
Address:_________________________________________________
City: ______________________State: _________ Zip: ___________
Telephone: _________________*Email:_______________________
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Are you a crypto Jew who likes to cook?
HaLapid wants to hear from you!

Send us a family recipe, tell us it‟s history and why it‟s special to
you. Pictures are welcome. September 1, 2011 deadline. Send
recipes to: halapid.editor@gmail.com
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CALL FOR PAPERS

Society for Crypto-Judaic Studies
21st Annual Conference, August 7-9, 2011,
San Diego, California.

We invite papers on crypto Judaism from any discipline
and from any geographic location or time period.
We also welcome papers on all aspects of the Sephardic
experience and that of other communities exhibiting
crypto-Jewish phenomena.
Papers breaking new-ground in research on the CaliforniaMexico borderlands are particularly welcome.
Interested scholars and professionals, including advanced
graduate students, are invited to submit proposals for
papers, presentations or workshops.
Proposals from individuals with personal stories or other
research relating to crypto Judaism are also welcome.
Proposals may be for individual papers/presentations or
for complete sessions on specific topics. Please indicate if
presentation represents completed research or work in
progress.
Proposals must include a 200-word abstract and a brief
bio. Please send proposals or inquiries to
Seth Ward,
Religious Studies, University of Wyoming,
sward@uwyo.edu.
Proposal Deadline: May 1, 2011.
For more information:
http://www.cryptojews.com/Call_for_Papers.htm
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All is illuminated for one who seeks the Light - Ben Rosh

98

