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Samuel Usque and  

The Consolation for the Tribulations of Israel 
 
Juan M. Bejarano-Gutierrez  
 
Introduction 

 
The Bavli Talmud (i.e. Babylonian Talmud) in Tractate Makkot 
relates story of Rabban Gamaliel, Rabbi Eleazar Ben Azariah, 
Rabbi Joshua, and Rabbi Akiva and their journey to Jerusalem. 
Upon arriving at the Temple Mount and seeing it in ruins, all the 
sages rent their clothes in sorrow. As they reached the place where 
the Temple once stood, a jackal emerges from where the Holy of 
Holies had been situated. At this sight, the sages, with the 
exception of Rabbi Akiva, began to weep.  Awkwardly, Rabbi 
Akiva laughed.  
 
Stunned by his response, the Sages asked Akiba about his laughter. 
He responded that the Scripture foretold that the Temple would be 
lain to waste and that the Holy of Holies would one day become 
the haunt of jackals. But the Scripture, he added, also stated that 
old men and old women would one day sit again in the broad 
places of Jerusalem. As long as the first prophecy regarding the 
jackals had not come true, he feared that the restoration of the 
Jerusalem and hence the Temple would also not take place. Upon 
witnessing the fulfillment of one prophecy, Rabbi Akiva was 
assured that the prophecy of Jerusalem‘s restoration would also 
come to pass. Hence he laughed in expectation. In hearing this 
response, the Sages were comforted and took heart.1 

 
At first thought, this section from the Bavli may seem unrelated to 
the historical situation of Spanish and Portuguese Jewry and of 
crypto Jews in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Yet the work of 
Samuel Usque, entitled the Consolations for the Tribulations of 

Israel seeks not only to provide a review of Jewish history from 
antiquity to his present day, but also to frame the challenges and 
persecutions of the Jewish people including those of the anusim as 
part of a greater Divine plan and destiny, in much the same way as 
Rabbi Akiva did. 
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Samuel Usque and the Consolations for the Tribulations of 

Israel  
 
Usque examines the trials and misfortunes of the Jewish people in 
an effort to both comfort and encourage anusim (i.e. forced or 
coerced converts to Christianity). For Usque, ―history‖ serves a 
divine purpose. And in the context of his audience, the anusim, it 
served to alleviate their pain, to convince them of the reasons for 
their current predicament, and to convince them that an imminent 
redemption was soon to be realized. To achieve this, he argued that 
they should return openly to Judaism. 
 
Usque also sought to address the great challenges presented by 
Christianity, principally the notion that G-d's covenantal 
relationship with Israel had been terminated following the 
destruction of the Second Temple, where Christians saw 
themselves as replacing the Jewish people. 
 
Samuel Usque: A Short Biography 

  
Biographically speaking we know very little about Samuel Usque, 
but it appears that he was born shortly after the forced conversions 
of 1497 in Portugal. He mentions that he was part of the Diaspora 
of Castile, referencing the initial expulsion in 1492. His real name 
is unknown; Usque may have some relation to the town of Huesca 
which figured prominently in the history of the Jews of Aragon.2 

Usque was a man of high culture and was well versed in the Bible 
and the Apocrypha as is seen throughout the Consolation. He was 
also familiar with classical authors such as Plato, Ovid, and Lucan. 
He appears conversant with sources such as Josephus and made 
extensive use of the medieval Yosippon. He was acquainted with 
strains of Jewish mysticism and was knowledgeable of classical 
Jewish sources such as Talmud, Midrash, and even the Rambam's 
works. While Portuguese appears to have been his native tongue, 
he also understood Hebrew, Spanish, Latin, and most likely 
Greek.3 The source of his extensive educational background as 
Martin Cohen notes is quite mysterious:  
 

Where Usque acquired such an extensive knowledge, particularly of 
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Hebrew, is mystifying. The learned Immanuel Aboab, writing in 1624, 
called him a rabbi, which he could hardly have become in Portugal. 
Numerous sources attest to the New Christians' dread of owning books 
in the sacred tongue and to the general decline of traditional Jewish 
knowledge in Portugal in the sixteenth century.4 

 
The fact that some anusim may have retained sufficient knowledge 
of Hebrew to pass this on to Usque and others is possible, but does 
not explain the breadth of the rest of his textual knowledge. Martin 
Cohen speculates that Usque like many of his fellow anusim may 
have actually studied for the priesthood and studied at a renowned 
university like that at Coimbra. 
 
The exact date of Usque's escape from Portugal is unclear. Yet the 
Consolation mentions various key events including the deportation 
of Jewish children to São Tomé; Emanuel's forced conversion of 
Jews; the massacre of 1506, and the rise of the Portuguese 
Inquisition. The latter may indicate Usque left Portugal sometime 
after 1531.5  Usque used a variety of non-Jewish historical sources 
including Alfonso de Spina's Fortalitium Fidei, Estorias de S. 

Denis de França, and Coronica Dos Emperadores e Dos Papas.6 
 
Usque appears to have journeyed from Naples to Constantinople 
and then on to Salonika which had became a major center of 
Sephardic exiles and returning anusim.7 From Salonika, he 
travelled to the land of Israel and spent time in Tsfat, which likely 
explains his affinity for Jewish mysticism and messianic 
speculation including the return of the Ten Lost tribes.8 Usque's 
journeys did not conclude in the Land of Israel, however. He 
returned to Europe where he traveled through Bohemia and finally 
back to Italy to the city of Ferrara.9 He appears to have been related 
to Abraham Usque, though the exact relationship is not known. The 
latter published his work in Ferrara in 1553. 
 
Dedicating his work to Dona Gracia, Usque heaps praises on this 
Sephardic heroine and refers to her as the ―heart in the body of our 
people.‖10 He lauds her further for her work in helping anusim 
escape from the Iberian Peninsula. Usque praises Dona Gracia for 
―bringing forth into the light the fruit of the plants [i.e. anusim] that 
lie buried in its darkness.‖11 He was also intimate with the 
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Abravanels. The remainder of Usque's life is like the earlier 
portion—veiled in uncertainty. The exact year of his death is 
unknown, but Isaac Akrish writing in 1577, spoke of Usque as 
having passed—possibly some time before.12 

The Style and Message of the Consolation 

 
Usque‘s treatise is an extensive review of the trials and tribulations 
of the Jewish people, together with his views on the theological 
causes of the grief endured by them.  The Consolation is divided 
into three dialogues between the patriarch Ycabo (Jacob but also a 
play on the word Ichabod meaning the glory has departed) who is 
introduced as a shepherd lamenting the fate of his children and 
Numeo (Nahum) and Zicareo (Zechariah). Critical to 
understanding Usque is the person of Ycabo. As Cohen notes: 
 

Though Ycabo narrates the past history of his people, he stands in the 
present as a contemporary of Samuel Usque: he sees in the past not the 
dear relics of bygone generations but his own reflection and the 
reflection of his people's lives. When Ycabo bemoans his fate, when he 
raises questions or voices doubts, he does so from this vantage point in 
the present, fully aware that the entire sweep of his history has failed to 
provide him with satisfactory answers.13 

In the first two dialogues, Usque relates the history of the Jewish 
people through the destruction of the Second Temple. He then 
turns to the rise of Roman rule following the fall of Hasmonean 
rule. In the third dialogue, Usque provides a lengthy review of 
Jewish history once again, but this time recounts the sufferings of 
Jewish communities up to his own day. He quotes Biblical 
prophecies which he believes reflect fulfillment of the events in 
question. Usque begins his narrative by recounting the persecution 
by Sisebut, and continues with the stories of the alleged 
desecrations of the sacred host by Jews in France and Spain.  He 
reviews the persecution of Jews in Persia, Italy, England, and 
Germany and a series of other accusations against the Jewish 
community once again in Spain and France. He relates their then 
recent persecutions in Spain and Portugal; and the fortunes of those 
who were exiled from the Iberian Peninsula following the two 
Expulsion decrees. 
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The Goal of the Consolation 

 

Usque begins with the goal of his work in mind from the 
beginning. In the pastoral introduction, Ycabo articulates the 
desperation of the anusim: 
 

When will I see the end to wrongs and offenses against me, to my 
longings and agonies, to my bruises and the wounds in my soul? When 
will my happiness not be confined to dreams and my misfortunes not 
be real...When will peace come to my battered body, or to the fears, 
suspicions, and apprehensions of my spirit? How long must I moan and 
sigh and slake my thirst with my tears.14 

Ycabo's and by extension the desperation of the anusim is also an 
appeal for a response to the claims of Christianity. Christianity saw 
the destruction of the Temple and the subsequent hardships of the 
Jewish people as proof that G-d had rejected His covenantal 
relationship with them.15 Christians pointed to sin as the ultimate 
reason for Israel's continuing sufferings. On this, Usque is actually 
willing to agree, but not for the reasons that Christians argue. 
Instead, Usque argues that the sin in question is the sin of 
assimilation.  Cohen notes: 

It was the sin of assimilation to gentile peoples, leading Israel to 
apostasy, idolatry and marriage with non-Jews. By this sin, Israel broke 
its covenant with G-d and provoked the divine punishments recorded in 
the Bible.16 

Usque seeks to address the trials of anusim by appealing to various 
examples from Israel's history. Usque looks at the experiences of 
the Ten Lost Tribes, for example, with whom many anusim must 
have certainly shared a connection to:  
 

I fear above all that the L-RD, so provoked and offended, has not 
rejected me as His people. And then I fear lest He has gone over to 
another people, after seeing how little effect His remedies and 
punishments have had on me. And if He has left me, I dread still a third 
evil, namely that being thus deprived and absent from His favor, my 
memory may end and be consumed in the paws and teeth of the 
animals of this world, this frightening desert through which I travel. 

 
Usque responds to the concerns of anusim who fear being lost to   
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G-d and the people of Israel. Usque, like Rabbi Akiva, believed 
that since the prophet's promises of punishment had come to pass, 
so too would their predictions of Israel's happiness and restoration 
also be realized.  Like the Ten Tribes of Israel who were now 
indistinguishable from the neighboring peoples, but would 
eventually be regathered, so too would the anusim be reassembled 
and restored to Israel.17 In holding this view, Usque was not alone. 
For his complicated approach to the status of anusim, Don Isaac 
Abravanel also believed that a return to G-d by anusim and their 
descendants would occur: 

―In the future redemption there will return to G-d all the criminals of 
Israel who left the fold and assimilated among the nations, either 
forcibly, at the point of the sword, or through temptation and in other 
ways. In the end of days they will regret their deeds and return to the G
-d of their fathers.18 

For Usque, anusim have not been abandoned by G-d. Nevertheless, 
reconciliation to G-d involves the rejection of idolatry.  Ycabo 
states: ―You have placed me in a frame made of clay and adobe, 
subject to temptation's unabating winds and storms; how can that 
which is infirmed by its very nature sustain itself when it is 
buffeted to and fro.‖19 
 
Usque seeks to comfort anusim in their despair by stating the 
following: ―The force of divine mercy toward you has not 
diminished, nor does the pardon of your children and the healing of 
your wounds depend upon your good or evil deeds alone. Many 
and incomprehensible are the ways by which the L-RD performs 
lofty action and marvels.‖20 
 
For Usque, the situation of the anusim is not an anomaly but 
simply reflects a recurring pattern in Jewish history of Jews 
adopting the ways of the nations. When Jews sin they experience 
the same type of punishment. The very people and lifestyle they 
seek to emulate become the source of their oppression. In ancient 
Israel, the temptations toward assimilation may have been 
evidenced in Canaanite practices; in Usque's day the drive was 
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towards Spanish and Portuguese society. Hence the anusim are not 
outside the fold of the Jewish community. They are like their 
Israelite ancestors in the wilderness, like the children of Israel in 
the plains of Moab, and the like the countless other times, at a 
crossroads where they must choose to follow G-d's paths or 
abandon them. 
 
In Dialogue II, Usque reviews the history of the Maccabees and the 
struggle against Hellenistic assimilation. The stories of the aged 
priest Eleazar who suffered death while being tortured at the rack 
as well as the death of Hannah and her seven sons by fire are vivid 
reminders of the Inquisitional methods that anusim faced in their 
own day.   
 
But the Consolation does not simply serve as a lengthy 
martyrology. For Usque, the time of redemption was drawing near 
and the suffering endured by anusim was a sign that an 
eschatological redemption was at hand.  The suffering of anusim in 
Spain and Portugal signals the beginning of the end of Israel's 
tribulations.  Usque states, ―You have run the entire gauntlet of 
misfortunes and have reached the end of your tribulations...The 
ancients were unable to attain this proof as were, for we find 
ourselves living it in experience, which is the mirror where truths 
are clearly seen.‖21 
 
Usque through the person of Numeo relates the prophecy of Moses 
in the book of Deuteronomy which states that the L-RD will scatter 
the people of Israel among all peoples from one end of the earth to 
the other. Furthermore, the prophecy continues, as long as the 
children of Israel do not walk in G-d's paths, they will be given a 
―constant restlessness of heart, sunken eyes and sadness of soul.‖ 
Their lives will ―dangle on a thin thread...‖ But in this chapter and 
with this calamity, Moses ends his enumeration of the curses. 
When all these things have transpired, Moses adds, ―you shall turn 
your heart, there among the nations, and consider the state in which 
you are and why so many misfortunes befall you, and you shall 
repent.‖ With this, Numeo declares; ―G-d's mercy will descend 
upon you and He will gather you from all the peoples whither He 
scattered, you...‖22 
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Usque's Description of the Inquisition 

 

For anyone looking to contextualize the nature and 
activities of the Inquisition and diminish their severity in 
light of contemporary events, Usque describes the 
Inquisition as a horrific and deadly monster.  
 

The king and queen sent to Rome for a wild monster, of such 
strange form and horrible mien that all Europe trembles at the 
mere mention of its name. Its body, and amalgam of hard iron 
and deadly poison, has an adamantine shell made of steel and 
covered with enormous scales. It rises in the air on a thousand 
wings with black and poisonous pinions, and it moves on the 
ground with a thousand pernicious and destructive feet. Its 
form is like both the awesome lion's and the frightful serpents 
in the deserts of Africa. Its enormous teeth equal those of the 
most powerful elephants.23 

The purpose of the Inquisition was to pollute and perverse 
its victims.24 The power of the Inquisition as Faur notes, 
enticed some conversos to molest, persecute, and assail 
their fellow conversos who continued to adhere to Jewish 
practices. ―There was something Machiavellian and 
perverse in the Christian practice of using former Jews to 
persecute other Jews, especially members of their own 
families.‖25 

Usque describes the dire conditions that anusim living in 
countries under the jurisdiction of the Inquisition could 
expect:  
 

They are martyred so much that in the poverty and abandon to 
which they were driven by this monster, they kill their own 
children, burn their husbands, deprive their brothers of life, 
increase the number of orphans and widows, impoverish the 
rich, destroy the powerful, make thieves of the nobly born, and 
sow base and infamous places with modest and chaste 
women.26 
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G-d's Vengeance against Christianity 

 

Usque does not simply respond to Christianity's 
supercessionist claims regarding the nature of Israel's 
current and past sufferings. Instead, like the Biblical 
prophets of old, Usque takes aim at Christianity through the 
imagery of Edom to paint a dire picture of G-d's pending 
retribution on  the former: ―As though you, Edom, soar as 
high as the eagle and set your nest among the stars, I will 
throw you down from there by force (Obadiah 4). And on 
that day, says the L-RD, I will destroy your wise men and 
discernment from the mountains of Esau. I will destroy 
your wise men and which you committed against unto your 
brother Jacob; you shall be injured and forever cut off from 
the earth. (Obadiah 8:10).‖27 
 

Conclusion 

 

For Usque, anusim are not non-Jews. They are instead the 
latest example of Jews who have become entangled by the 
ways of the nations only to learn that the nations are 
interested in their destruction, socially, spiritually, 
theologically, and at times physically. For Usque, the 
Inquisition, contrary to popular views that it did not 
concentrate Jews, does exactly that. The Inquisition focuses 
on Jews. For Usque, they were Jews who had sinned, but 
Jews nonetheless. Jews who make must a choice to return 
to the G-d of Israel- but Jews nonetheless. As Usque writes: 
―But you shall be called priests of the L-RD, and ministers 
of our G-d shall be your name. And you shall not be 
occupied in vile things; rather you shall eat the wealth of 
the nations and you shall delight in their splendor.‖28 
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The House of Braganza and the House of 

Abarbanel 
 
Inacio Steinhardt 
 
A few years ago I was asked to escort the Duke of 
Braganza, Dom Duarte Pio, heir and pretender to the crown 
of Portugal, on a visit to the Nachum Goldman Museum of 
the Jewish Diaspora (Beit Hafutsot) in Tel Aviv. 
  
His Highness honored me with a very meaningful gift: A 
bottle of kosher wine from Portugal, ―Terras de Belmonte,‖ 
bearing the seal and appointment of the House of Braganza. 
This wine is produced in Covilhã, near Belmonte, by 
special order for Abarbanel Wines. 
 
Apropos the wine, the Duke narrated the following story: 
When Howard Abarbanel first visited Portugal, in 2001, the 
Duke invited the Jewish wine merchant for dinner in his 
house. It so happened that Abarbanel got entangled in a 
traffic jam, and apologized for being a little late. The Duke 
answered: ―Mr. Abarbanel, we have been waiting for you 
500 years. What's ten minutes more?‖ 
 
During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, in Portugal, 
the house of Braganza and the house of Abarbanel had 
close and cordial relations. Of Isaac Abarbanel, it is said 
that he sustained a double allegiance to the Portuguese 
crown and to the House of Braganzas. This caused no 
problem while the House of Braganza was aligned with the 
crown.  However, in 1483, when the fourth duke, Jaime 
(James) of Braganza, was charged and later executed for 
conspiring to murder King John II, relations between the 
Abarbanels and the crown also began to sour. Because of 
his friendship with the Braganzas, Isaac Abarbanel, who 
also acted as a close royal adviser, was suspected in the plot 
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to murder King John II. He subsequently fled to Castille. 
In 1640, a popular revolution put an end to the sixty year reign of 
the Spanish Kings in Portugal, and João (John) II of Braganza, the 
eighth duke was raised to the throne as John IV. 
 
Don Duarte Pio, the present Duke, is a direct descendant of the last 
King before the proclamation of the Republic in 1910—Don 
Manuel de Braganza. 
 
When I met the Duke in Tel Aviv, I had a question in my mind 
which I didn't dare to ask in the presence of other people. However, 
when we drove together to the Portuguese Embassy in town, I 
seized the opportunity. I was careful with my words: ―May I ask 
what is presently the position of the House of Braganza in respect 
to the history of the Barbadão? There was a short moment of 
silence before the Duke replied, ―If you mean the fact that we 
descend from a Jewess, yes we know, and we have no problem 
with that…But when I speak to the Israeli authorities, I remind 
them that according to our ancient traditions we also descend from 
King David!‖ I am not so sure about this last claim. However, the 
first is well proven.     
 
King Pedro I of Portugal (1320-1367)—known in history for his 
tragic love with the Castilian Inês de Castro—had a legitimate son 
and heir with his wife, Dona Constanza, who, after Pedro's death,  
became King Fernando I.  
 
Even so, he had also another son with a certain Teresa Lourenço. 
This son, João, was educated by a priest, and at the age of 17, was 
designated by his father as a Master of the Order of Avis. Avis was 
a religious order, and as such its Masters could not marry. 
However, the young man had a love affair with a Jewess from the 
city of Guarda whose Portuguese name was also Inês, and she gave 
birth to three children, a boy, Afonso, and two girls, Branca (died 
an infant) and Beatriz.  We don't know the Jewish names of Inês or 
her parents, because the Portuguese historiography registered only 
the Portuguese names attributed to them: Inês Fernandes Esteves, 
and her parents Fernão Esteves (also known as Mendo Esteves) and 
Maria Annes.   
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Inês‘ father was disgusted with his daughter‘s behaviour, 
i.e. that she was involved with a young man who was not 
only a Christian, but also a priest. He mourned for her and 
according to the Jewish costume, grew a large beard. He 
was known in Guarda as the ―barbadão‖ (―thick-bearded‖). 
The ―House of the Barbadão‖ in the old Judiaria of Guarda 
is still shown by tour guides.  
 
João became eventually King of Portugal, after the death of 
his half-brother King Fernando I. The throne was also 
disputed by the King of Castille, Juan. The dispute only 
ended after several fierce battles, in which the Portuguese 
army was led by Nuno Álvares Pereira, the condestável 
(general commander of the army). 
 
King João wanted to reward Nuno Álvares Pereira. Since 
the condestável had no male sons but only one daughter, the 
King offered to marry her to his own older son and heir, 
Duarte. (Meanwhile João had obtained the Pope's 
permission to marry an English princess, Filipa of 
Lanchester, who gave him seven sons.) 
 
However, Nuno had other plans: he aimed at heading a 
powerful family who might one day become an alternative 
to the throne, in case of a crisis. He asked John to marry his 
daughter with the King's bastard, Afonso, the son of Inês 
the Jewess. The king agreed and officially recognized 
Afonso as his legitimate son.  Before his death, Nuno 
Álvares Pereira bestowed his title of count of Barcelos to 
his son-in-law Afonso. 
 
Years later, the regent, Prince Pedro, created the Duchy of 
Braganza and bestowed it to his half-brother, Afonso. So 
the grandson of the Jew ―Barbadão‖ became the first Duke 
of Braganza. This is how Dom Duarte Pio, the present Duke 



Vol. XXI/XXII           Autumn/Winter 2011-2012/5772            Issues 4 & 1 

 

47 

of Braganza, knows accurately that he descends from Jews. 
 
The story of the ―barbadão‖ has been recorded in the past 
by several historians. However, only in the year 2000 did 
Portuguese researcher Isabel Violante Pereira, find in the 
royal library of Ajuda, a document confirming by name that 
Inês' father was indeed a Jewish shoemaker from Guarda. 
Pereira published her findings in the bilingual  publication, 
―De Mendo da Guarda a D. Manuel I,‖ 2001. 
 
Inacio Steinhardt lives in Israel and works as a journalist, researcher 
and translator. Visit www.steinhardts.com or steinhardts.wordpress.com  

  

Jews of Southern Italy–anusim that nobody knows 

 
Barbara Aiello 
 

The anticipation in the air was 
contagious, as an eclectic mix of 
academics, authors, artists and 
anusim gathered for the twenty-first 
annual conference of the Society of 
Crypto-Judaic Studies (SCJS) in 
San Diego, August 7-9, 2011. As 
keynote speaker I was honored and 
humbled to share my work, my 
personal story and my mission with 
such a diverse and interesting 
group. 
 
Although laptops and Power Point 
presentations are often staples of 

conference presentations, I travel with my photos, books 
and artifacts, all the better to create a hands-on experience 

Rabbi Barbara Aiello 

http://www.steinhardts.com
http://steinhardts.wordpress.com
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that make my family‘s 
story as well as our work 
at the Italian Jewish 
Cultural Center of 
Calabria (IjCCC) come 
alive.   
 
I began by recounting my 
early years.  ―You’re 
Italian, you can’t be 
Jewish!” With a surname 
like mine, ―Aiello,‖ I 
have heard that comment 
all my life.  Growing up in western Pennsylvania where Jews had 
names like Steinberg, Goldman and Cohen, I now understand the 
confusion.  Ashkenazi Jews, most of whom had ancestors from 
Eastern Europe, made up the vast majority of Jews in my town, my 
state and my country.  Mediterranean Jews, many of Sephardic 
origin, were practically unheard of in the American Jewish 
communities of the 1950s. With surnames like Rossi, Taverna, 

Mascaro and Sacerdoti we blended into the Italian-American 
melting pot.  Back then, Jews were narrowly defined by names and 
noses.  
  
Historical accounts tell of the ―death‖ of the Jews of Spain, 
Portugal, Sicily, Sardinia and Calabria, giving voice to the myth 
that a governmental edict could wipe us out. In 1492, when King 
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella expelled the Jews from the Spanish 
empire, we Jews had few choices.  Either we accepted forced 
conversion and practiced in secret or we packed up and left town.  
 
As Spanish Jews scrambled out of the mainland and ran towards 
Sicily and later Calabria, historians now believe that nearly 40 
percent of the total population of Sicily and Calabria, (located in 
the ―instep‖ and the ―toe‖ of the Italian ―Boot‖) was Jewish!  But 
the long arm of the Grand Inquisitor Tomas‘ Torquemada (to 
whom we credit the term ―torque‖) reached into Italy and many 
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Jewish families there suffered the same 
fate as their Spanish ―mishpacha.‖ As 
historians began to write about this period, 
their mistake was to assume that because 
synagogues no longer existed, Jews no 
longer existed.  They did not understand 
the vast difference between burning 
synagogues and closing Jewish schools, in 
other words, eliminating institutional 
Judaism, and what we Spanish and Italian 
Jews actually did, which was to take our 
traditions into the closets, cellars and 
hidden rooms of our own homes.   
 
And that‘s how Jewish practices survived. 
My ancestors used their heads. ―Testa dura,‖ they called us.  
―Hardheaded!‖  But that‘s what we had to be in order to keep our 
traditions alive. I recall my father‘s words. ―If the authorities want 
to believe that they pressured us into giving up our religion, then 
good.  Let them think that. We know better.‖ He went on to 
explain, ―They told us we can‘t be Jews in the dining room, so we 
took the candles into the basement.  We can‘t have Rosh Hashanah 
for our new year? OK, we‘ll blow a horn on December 31st!‖ (A 
Sicilian and Calabrian custom traced to the Jews). We can‘t call it 
Pesach?  We have to say ―Pasqua?”  OK, we‘ll eat ―pane 

zimo‖ (unleavened bread) and when you ask us why we‘ll say.  
―Per la Pasqua dei ebrei‖ for the Easter of the Jews!   
 
We‘ll put red strings over our baby‘s cribs but we won‘t say that‘s 
a Jewish tradition from the Kabbalah.  No, that‘s just too 
dangerous.  Instead we use the red string to keep away the ―evil 
eye.‖ 
 
When we break an egg into the bowl and we see a blood spot we‘ll 
make sure to take it out. Not because it‘s following kosher law. 
That might give us away to admit that.  Instead we‘ll say that the 
blood spot just isn‘t healthy.  And we will never eat dairy and meat 
in the same meal because ―fa male,‖ it‘s not good for the digestion.   
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No Tallit? No prayer shawls? No problem.  We will take our skill 
in weaving and dyeing (attributed solely to the Jews of Sicily and 
Calabria) and secretly make our own religious garment, which 
today is the ―vancale,‖ or the Calabrian shawl that invokes the 
embrace of God.  
 
And so it goes. For centuries we took our Jewish traditions into our 
homes and our hearts and slowly, at first for safety reasons, and 
then for cultural reasons, the religious meanings of these rituals 
were lost.  Our precious Jewish customs became family traditions 
and sadly, nothing more.   
 
―I‘ve always felt Jewish!‖  I‘ve heard this so often, mostly from 
Italian Americans whose families came to America from Calabria 
and Sicily and whose mothers, fathers and grandparents practiced 
an array of family customs that are steeped in Jewish tradition.  
Through our work at the IjCCC, the children of these Sicilian and 
Calabrian immigrants want to know more.  They are hungry for 
any verification, anecdotal or documented, that will confirm a 
Jewish heritage that was so cruelly stolen from them. Dozens of 
families have shared their stories with me and I am honored to help 
them.  From archival verification to surname searches, we share 
anything we find that might indicate a Jewish heritage. And for 
those who want to go further, we extend the hand of Jewish 
welcome.  Through study at the cultural center to participation in 
Ner Tamid del Sud, the first active synagogue in Calabria in 500 
years, we do all we can to help our Italian anusim come home. 
  
Barbara Aiello is the first non-orthodox woman rabbi in Italy.  She serves 

Sinagoga Ner Tamid del Sud in Serrastretta in Calabria, where she also directs 
the Italian Jewish Cultural Center of Calabria (IjCCC) to help Italians find their 
Jewish heritage.  www.rabbibarbara.com   

    

 

 

http://www.rabbibarbara.com/
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Poetic, Artistic and Literary 

Expressions 

 

Six Word  Short Story Contest Results 
 
In the last double issue of HaLapid we announced the ―Less is 
More‖ Short-Story Contest. The guidelines were: Write a six-word 
short story with a crypto-Jewish theme. Unfortunately, we did not 

receive enough entries to proceed with the contest. However, we 
enjoyed reading the entries we did receive and have decided to 
share a selection of them with you.  
 

Six Word Shorties 

 
Me, Ashkenazi?  No!  Oral Sephardic history. 

—Submitted by SCJS member Judy Simon 
 

Just know it‘s better, don‘t ask.  
That is how we did it.  

I remembered what everyone had forgotten.  
Grandpa neither denied it nor admitted.  

Her soul drew her, regardless.  
 —Submitted by SCJS member Ariel Ephraim 

 
In 1995 I arranged for Fernando D., of the Lisbon crypto-Jewish 
Community, to make his official return to Judaism.  The event took 
place in New York City.  A friend and I witnessed his mikvah 
(ritiual immersion) and I was also present at his hatafat brit milakh 
(symbolic  circumcision) performed at the Jacobi Hospital in the 
Bronx.  A CJS member and friend of mine, Kitty, drove us 
there.  She then invited us out for lunch at a local kosher restaurant. 
 
A day later, David Posner, then a senior rabbi at New York‘s 
Temple Emanuel, officiated at Fernando's return ceremony.  I 
invited a number of my friends to attend, including Kitty. When the 
Rabbi handed the Torah to Fernando he embraced it, kissed it and 
started to weep.  It was very moving.  We showered him with 
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candies and still embracing the Torah Fernando was led down from 
the bimah.  We encircled him and danced to the song ―Siman tov ‗u 
mazal tov.‖ 

  
On the way to Kitty‘s home I asked Fernando what went through 
his mind when he embraced the Torah and wept.  ―I was the first in 
my family to hold a Torah after 500 years of fear from the 
Church,‖ he said poignantly. 
  
At Kitty's, Fernando called his mother in Lisbon. ―What did she 
say?‖ we asked him. He said, ―She was happy for me and she told 
me, ‗Congratulations! Don’t tell anyone you returned.’‖ 
 

—Submitted by SCJS member Yankel Gladstone 
 

 

Sketches of Character:  

The Art of  Isaac Mendes Belisario (1794-1849) 
 
Jackie Ranston 
 
The life and work of the Jamaican-born Jewish artist, Isaac Mendes 
Belisario, is a rare and haunting paradox. Raised by a family of 
wealthy Jewish merchants and slave traders, he is revered  for 
having preserved the culture of the enslaved through a series of 
lithographs entitled, Sketches of Character, In Illustration of the 

Habits, Occupation and Costume of the Negro Population in the 

Island of Jamaica. 
 
Twelve of these hand-tinted lithographs were published in four 
parts between 1837 and 1838 during the momentous months that 
preceded 'full freedom' of the slaves on the first day of August 
1838. Accompanied by an extensive descriptive text, known as 
letterpress, Belisario's Sketches feature the one and only firsthand 
visual representation of the annual Jamaican Christmas 
masquerade—commonly known as Jonkonnu or John Canoe—in 
its fully evolved, creolized form. 
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The masquerade had its origins in the early days of slavery 
when the Christmas holidays provided an exclusive 
recreational opportunity for the enslaved. Over time it 
became a complex and diverse mix of many traditions that 
included multiple African cultures and European 
masquerade alongside British mumming plays and even 
Shakespearean monologues. 
 
The central Jonkonnu figure and principal dancer during 
Belisario's time was Jaw-Bone or House John-Canoe1 who 
thrilled spectators with amazing dance routines and 
sprightly pirouettes while balancing a beautifully crafted 
headdress in the form of a house. 
 
Then there were the set girls who had dominated the 
parades from the last quarter of the eighteenth century with 
their matchless combination of beauty and sexual rivalry. 
Each set consisted of a group of young women in bands of 
fifteen to thirty, identically and elaborately dressed and 
graded not only according to the color of their costumes but 
also that of their skin. ―There were brown sets, and black 
sets and sets of all the intermediate gradations of color‖ 
who ―sang as they swam along the streets, in the most 
luxurious attitudes…beautiful creatures…elegant carriages, 
splendid figures—full, plump and magnificent.‖ 
 
They distinguished themselves by varying names and in 
Belisario's day it was the red and blue sets who sang, 
danced and generally tried to outdo each other. ―Each set is 
led by a queen,‖ explained Belisario, who chose to illustrate 
the queen or ma'am of the blue set girls as the opening 
number to his Sketches.   
 

The set girls popularity was challenged by the magnificent 
―Koo, Koo boys‖ or actor boys2 with their extravagant 
costumes, costly masks and wigs of long horse hair who 
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would compete for the title of best dressed masquerader. 
Belisario informs us that an actor boy would pay upwards of five 
doubloons (about US$1,201 in today's money) for his costume 
but could be easily compensated by his skill as an orator, for 
actor boys would also compete by reciting passages from 
Shakespeare—Richard III was a favorite. Sums amounting to ten 
or twelve pounds sterling (the equivalent of U$800 nowadays) 
were collected by the actors on a daily basis from spectators. 
 
Belisario depicted the winning performer of 1836 on King Street 
(where Belisario himself lived) parading outside the Fancy 
Warehouse—a store owned by Moses Quixano Henriques, a 
Jewish merchant. It was here, at Henriques‘ store, that many 
masqueraders purchased their muslins, satins, silks, shoes and 
ribbons for their magnificent costumes. Jewish stores had been 
patronized by the enslaved for decades and for obvious reasons: 
they were open on a Sunday—the slaves‘ day off—and the 
Jewish shopkeepers were ―particularly benefited‖ wrote a local 
observer in 1797 as ―the negroes taking the sole opportunity of 
being in town to supply themselves with cloth, and foreign 
provision.‖    
 
The first persons of Jewish faith had arrived in Jamaica during 
the Spanish occupation which lasted from 1494 to 1655. As a 
reward for 'finding' the Americas, Columbus was given 
hereditary and proprietary rights over the island but since it was 
under the jurisdiction of the Columbus family and not the 
Spanish Crown, the Inquisition was never introduced. Jews were 
nonetheless wary since the Inquisition was active on other islands 
and in South America. They continued to practice their religion 
secretly and welcomed the English invasion of Jamaica on 10 
May 1655. 
 
Jews were allowed to remain after the conquest but despite 
freedom to worship and own land they were nonetheless subject 
to discriminatory legislation. After long agitation on their part, 
Jamaican Jews attained full political rights in 1831, the first 
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British subjects of their faith 
to do so, and twenty-seven 
years before the same rights 
were granted in England. 
 
Belisario‘s Sketches of 

Character  were self-
published and approximately 
one-third of the 165 
subscribers were Jewish. In 
the Preface, Belisario 
informed patrons that one of 
his motives ―for having 
intruded on public attention‖ 
was ―a desire to hand down 
faithful delineations of a 
people, whose habits, 
manners, and costume, bear 
the stamp of originality.‖ 
T h e  m a s k i n g  a n d 

masquerade may also have triggered 
some call and response in Belisario, 
perhaps an echo of Purim—one of 
the most joyous Jewish holidays 
which plays with themes of identity 
and where it is the custom to 
masquerade.  Another stimulus may 
have been an even deeper reminder 
of the past. 
 
For well over a century and a half, 
enslaved Africans had succeeded in 
keeping many of their traditions and 
religious rites alive under the guise 
of Jonkonnu. Of converso descent, 
Belisario was only too well aware of 
the struggles his own ancestors had 
in attaining and guarding their 

The ―Queen or Ma'am of the Blue 
Set Girls,‖ Lithograph with 
watercolor, 1837.  

―Koo, Koo, or Actor Boy,‖ Lithograph with 
watercolour,1837. Courtesy of the Hon. 

Maurice and Mrs Facey 
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identity as a condition of survival. 
 
Born in Kingston in 1794, Isaac Mendes Belisario descended from 
two distinguished Sephardi families. On the distaff side was the 
family Lindo whose name appears frequently in both Portuguese 
and Spanish Inquisition records, one in particular from the Canary 
Islands stands out. The Canaries' location, just six to ten days sail 
from Spain, provided a convenient stopping point for westward 
voyages to the New World. Converso merchants saw the political 
and economic importance of these Spanish islands and increasing 
numbers settled there in the seventeenth century including 
Belisario's maternal great, great, great grandfather, Lorenço Lindo, 
a wine merchant. 
 
We rarely hear of Negro slaves in the households of secret 
Judaizers but on 26 February 1655, a commissary of the Holy 
Office, on the island of Tenerife, noted in his journal that 
―Catalina, a black slave‖ had come ―for the relief of her 
conscience‖ to denounce Lorenço Lindo and his wife. Catalina had 
been in their service for more than six years and during that time 
had not seen them carry a rosary or pray. ―And the family do [sic] 
not eat pork. If any is sent to them, they give it away.‖ 
 
Lorenço and his wife were incarcerated for two-and-a-half years, 
after which Lorenço paid the cost of their imprisonment and their 
goods were returned to them. It seems that Lorenço felt safe 
enough to remain in Tenerife. However, it was not long before he 
was denounced again, this time by Dona Madelena de Rolas. This 
accusation, coupled with a confession by Lorenço's brother, Antão, 
to the Lisbon Inquisition, that the family ―followed the law of 
Moses‖ forced the Lindos to flee to the Canaries. They eventually 
settled in London. By 1670, the Lindos openly professed Judaism 
and no longer led furtive double lives. Lorenço changed his name 
to Isaac to become an elder of the synagogue and one of London‘s 
earliest Jew brokers in 1681. His great grandson, the French-born 
Alexandre Lindo, migrated to Jamaica where he seized the 
opportunities offered by the New World to become Jamaica's 
wealthiest Jewish merchant.3 
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On a business trip to London in 1786, Alexandre Lindo hired 
Abraham Mendes Belisario, the eighteen-year-old son of Hebrew 
scholar, Isaac Mendes Belisario, to work in his counting house in 
Kingston, Jamaica.  The Mendes Belisarios were of a more cultural 
and scholarly disposition and had their own, romantic version as to 
the origin of their name. According to family lore, Belisario's 
ancestor was an opera singer named Mendes. After a performance 
of Belisarius before a king of Spain, the monarch was so captivated 
by the young man's voice, he invited Mendes to add ―Belisario‖ to 
his surname and assume the royal arms, minus the crown.4 
 
Whether this family story is true, is hard to know. What is known 
is that the artist's great-great grandfather, Jacob Mendes Belisario, 
slipped secretly into London and joined the congregation of 
Spanish and Portuguese conversos that formed in England after  
 
Cromwell‘s resettlement of Jews in England in 1656.  Interestingly, 
Jacob Mendes Belisario's son, Aaron, a teacher in the 
congregational schools, was an aficionado of the opera! His 
grandson, Isaac Mendes Belisario, scholar and rabbi at the Bevis 
Marks Synagogue, was a good friend of Alexandre Lindo. No 
surprise then that Alexandre Lindo's choice for an accountant fell 
on his friend‘s son, Abraham Mendes Belisario. 
 
Five years after Abraham Mendes Belisario arrived in Jamaica he 

Genealogy of the artist Isaac Mendes Belisario 

Lorenço Lindo settles in England c.1670 
His great grandson, the French-born Alexandre Lindo, settles in 

Jamaica, has a daughter, Esther Lindo 
 

Jacob Mendes Belisario settles in England c.1656 
Son = Aaron Mendes Belisario 

Grandson = Isaac Mendes Belisario, rabbi and scholar 
Great grandson = Abraham Mendes Belisario, who marries Esther 
Lindo, together they have a son, Isaac Mendes Belisario, the artist, 

who is also the great great grandson of Jacob Mendes Belisario 
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married Alexandre Lindo's daughter, Esther, and they had five 
daughters and one son, the artist, who was named after his paternal 
grandfather. The year Isaac Mendes Belisario was born, Alexandre 
Lindo made his son-in-law a co-partner in his multi-national 
company that foundered after Napoleon's government defaulted on 
its debt to them of a hefty half-a-million pounds sterling, the 
equivalent of some US$258 million today. The money was used to 
provision French troops in neighboring Haiti. Facing bankruptcy, 
the Lindo and Mendes Belisario families left for London where 
Alexandre Lindo owned a house in Finsbury Square. This was 
1803; Isaac Mendes Belisario was nine years old, and before long 
he retreated into the world of art under the tutelage of Robert Hills, 
the British landscape artist and drawing master. 
 
Isaac Mendes Belisario‘s watercolor showing the interior of the 
Bevis Marks synagogue painted in 1812 is his earliest known work 
and the earliest known impression of Britain‘s oldest synagogue. 
 
Between 1815 and 1818 Belisario exhibited landscapes at the 
Royal Academy and the Society of Painters in Oil and Water 
Colours but put aside his artistic endeavors in 1820 to work as a 
stockbroker until 1831 when he exhibited a watercolor Portrait of a 

Lady at London's Royal Academy. The sitter was actress Ellen 
Tree, who played Desdemona to the Othello of the Afro-American 
actor, Ira Aldridge, at Covent Garden. Shortly thereafter, Belisario 
came into some money originating from his deceased mother‘s 
estate. It was probably the access to funds that would help him live 
life as an independent artist that motivated Belisario‘s return to 
Jamaica and he arrived at Port Royal on 6 December 1834 after an 
absence of 31 years. He still had relatives in the island including a 
cousin of the same name. At first, Belisario focused on making 
commissioned portraits of local patrons and their properties before 
embarking on his pivotal work Sketches of Character. 
Belisario had promised more lithographs in this series but illness 
forced to him to cease production. He was suffering from 
tuberculosis—a dreaded disease whose victims simply waste 
away—and Belisario's torment is revealed in his inability to 
complete drawings and lithographs. He drew attention to ―the toil, 
anxiety, and time,‖ bestowed on his Sketches with each image 
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drawn on a lithographic stone, the impressions printed in black and 
then laboriously hand-tinted: ―The ill-effects produced on the 
health of the artist by close application,‖ Belisario lamented, 
―compels him, however reluctantly, to abandon it.‖ 
 
Belisario returned to London, where he was nursed by his sisters, 
and when he was well enough he returned to Jamaica, where he 
chronicled the great fire of Kingston in August 1843, with a vivid 
set of lithographs that showed close observation to domestic detail. 
But unlike earlier works, Belisario produced only the drawings, 
leaving the French lithographer, Adolphe Duperly to transfer them 
to the stone. 
 
In 1846 Belisario produced his last known work in Jamaica—a 
portrait of Isaac Lopez, cantor of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews‘ 
Synagogue in Kingston where Belisario had been a vestryman 
1838-1839. Belisario retired once more to his sisters' home in 
London where he died on 4 June 1849. He was Jamaica's first 
island-born professional artist and left his island home a priceless 
legacy. On 12 May 1837, the Jamaica Despatch had informed its 
readers: 
 

We have seen a very beautiful lithographic print, the specimen of one of 
the work which is about to be published by Mr I.M. Belisario—It should 
be in the hands of every Jamaica family. 

 
Today, Belisario's Sketches are not only found in the homes of 
numerous Jamaican families as framed prints, they have become 
national icons that grace government offices, postage stamps and 
co-opted for commerce and popular culture in all manner of ways. 
At the academic level, Belisario's meticulous images provide a rich 
field for researchers, especially the study of African culture in a 
Caribbean context. And they are used to illustrate books of all 
descriptions especially histories of dance and dress.   
 
In May 2009, an exhibition Little Theatre of Gestures opened at the 
Museum für Gegenwartskunst, Basle, Switzerland. It examined the 
theatricality of objects and bodies, staged, and in daily life. It was 
inspired by Belisario's Sketches of Character and a set of his 
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mounted lithographic 
prints opened the 
e x h i b i t i o n . 
Interestingly, a few 
years ago, Time 

M a g a z i n e  v o t e d 
Jamaican reggae star 
Bob Marley's album, 
Exodus, 'the album of 
the century'. The man 
who co-produced it—
Christopher (Lindo) 
B l a c k w e l l — i s 
Belisario's cousin—
three times removed.   
 
Jackie Ranston is a 
researcher/writer living in 
Kingston, Jamaica. The 
information in this article 
comes from her latest book 
Belisario—Sketches of 

Character: A historical 

biography of a Jamaican 

artist, published by The 
Mill Press. 
 www.belisariojamaica.com 

 

 
Sources 
1. Jaw-Bone derives its title from one of the musical instruments played by the 
dancer's accompanying band. It was created by smoking a horse's jawbone until 
the teeth were loose, and passing a stick across to produce a rattling sound.   
2. Belisario explains that in days gone by actor boys ―played in pantomimic 
actions only, consisting of supplications for food. At each request, an attendant 
chorus repeated ―koo-koo,‖  the sound used to imitate the rumbling of a hungry 
stomach.‖ 
3. One of Isaac (Lorenço) Lindo's sons, Alexander, left London for Amsterdam 
and his son, Abraham, moved first to Paris and then Bordeaux. In the mid-
eighteenth century two of Abraham's sons, Alexandre (spelt the French way) and 
Joseph settled in Jamaica. Joseph died there in 1765.    
4. The Mendes Belisario coat of arms displays such an armorial presentation.  

The Revd Isaac Lopez, Cantor of the Spanish and 
Portuguese Jews' Synagogue, Lithograph with 
watercolor, 1846 Private collection. Photo: Kent 

Reid 

http://www.belisariojamaica.com/
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Introduction to  

My El Mochito Sephardim:  

From Northern New Mexico 
 

Jo Roybal Izay 
 

Jo Roybal Izay's novel, My El Mochito Sephardim: From Northern 

New Mexico, draws upon elements of the author's own experiences 
as a New Mexican woman of Sephardic heritage to tell a coming-of
-age tale. This fictional novel is at times quite humorous, while 
exploring serious themes such as race, identity, religion, land 
rights, and education. It gives interesting and insightful portrayals 
of the lives of the people of Northern New Mexico, detailing social 
relations between crypto Jews, other Jews, Indians, ―los 

Mormones,‖ Catholics, and priests.  
 
The main character of the novel is Yisraela Benavidez, a young 
woman growing up on a ranch nestled deep in the Sangre de Cristo 
Mountains of Northern New Mexico. She lives with her 
grandparents, Madrecita and Padrecito, and her elderly best friend, 
El Mochito, who is an inocente. El Mochito is an elderly man who 
is brutally frank and sees the world with the innocence of a child. 
For this he is revered by the Benavidez family and by Yisraela and 
her triplet cousins for his delightful stories. The novel is populated 
with a rich cast of unforgettable and, at times, unusual characters, 
such as the outrageous Señor Gamblin' Rabbi, Sister Mary Sinclair, 
and, of course, El Mochito. 

Biography of Jo Roybal Izay 

 

Jo Roybal Izay is a New Mexican folklorist and a longtime student 
of early religion in New Mexico. Roybal Izay's ancestors came to 
New Mexico in 1598, and for centuries her Ladino Sephardic 
family lived in a tiny village nestled in the Sangre de Cristo 
Mountains. She was born in a small mountain village at the base of 
La Jicarita Mountains along the Sangre de Cristos. She was raised 
by her blind elderly grandparents, and her religious training began 
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when she began reading the Bible to them. Her ancestors never 
mentioned the Spanish Inquisition; however, none of the family 
members studied under nuns, but instead were sent to a 
Presbyterian Boarding School. It was understood by the extended 
family that their grandfather was a rabbi without portfolio. Roybal 
Izay was orphaned early in life and sent to live in Washington, 
D.C. to live with her eldest sister. 
 
Roybal Izay is a writer, lecturer, historian, playwright, director, and 
producer. Her writings center on the early religion and folklore of 
New Mexico. She has published in English and Spanish and 
presents lectures in both languages.  She also teaches New 
Mexican folklore through drama. Her plays include ―Patricio El 
Penitente,‖ ―Vengeance on Burrow Alley,‖ ―Christopher 
Columbus: The Final Voyage,‖ ―Don Juan de Oñate,‖ and ―The 
Thirteenth Apostle.‖ At present she is finishing her latest novel, 
―Señor Gamblin' Rabbi.‖  

Excerpt from  

My El Mochito Sephardim: From Northern New Mexico 

Chapter One, by Jo Roybal Izay 
 

El Mochito gave me the name ―Yisraela‖ because I was born on 
Yom Kippur. Up in the mountain village of Tres Cruces in northern 
New Mexico, no one except the members of my family observed 
the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashaná, Yom Kipur Santo, and 
Sabadito Santo, the Shabbat. That‘s what my family called the 
Sabbath. We also observed all of the other Feast Days in the Bible. 
 
El Mochito, a little old man who was also my best friend, had 
problems saying ―Yom Kipur Santo‖ and called it “¿Ké va 
pasando?‖ That means, ―What‘s happening?‖ He couldn‘t 
pronounce ―Rosh Hashaná,‖ and called it ―rosa y rana,‖ which 
means ―rose and frog‖ in Spanish. He called the Shabbat, el 

Sabadito Santo, or ―San Tontito‖—‖little saint fool.‖ All of the 
expressions that El Mochito made up stuck, and that‘s how the 
whole town referred to the Benavidez family‘s quirky observances. 
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My grandfather, Benjamin, who we called Padrecito, made it a rule 
that my birthday was to be celebrated on the Sunday before the 
High Holy Days began. My grandmother‘s name was Marina, but 
we called her Madrecita. She agreed with Padrecito on matters 
concerning my birthday. 
 
I lived with Madrecita and Padrecito instead of with my parents so 
that El Mochito, who was un inocente, wouldn‘t cry for me. My 
twin sister had been stillborn and El Mochito insisted that because 
of this, I had only half a brain.  According to him, my twin had 
taken the other half with her to heaven. He offered to share half of 
his brain with me. In order for him to do this, he said, I had to live 
with him under the same roof. That way, he could watch over me 
and help me when I needed him. 
 
After much talk, Mami and Papi had agreed to let me live with my 
grandparents. I slept with Madrecita since the day I was brought 
home from the hospital. After all, El Mochito was a gift from G–d. 
It was not that big of a sacrifice since the entire Benavidez clan 
lived on the ranch. All of the Benavidez men owned homes within 
a quarter–mile of each other. They might as well have lived on the 
main homestead, Beit Shalom, since they all spent so much time 
there. 
 
Padrecito didn‘t have any brothers or sisters. All he had was El 
Mochito, who at first had been like a brother to him. Later in life, 
Padrecito became more like a father to the little old man. No one 
really knew where El Mochito came from. On June 1, 1896, he 
simply appeared at the Benavidez gate when Padrecito was twelve 
years old. My great grandmother, Ma Videz, guessed El Mochito's 
age to be about four. She gave him the name Santiago. Young 
Benjamin picked a more-or-less year and recorded in the family 
Bible, ―Santiago Benavidez, born June 1, 1892.‖ 
 
It was obvious to Ma Videz that the child was un inocente and had 
probably been dropped off at the gate by his mother. Nobody 
claimed him so he just stayed on. For years, the surrounding 
community wondered where El Mochito had come from. 
Everybody in my family loved him. We knew that El Mochito was 
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a gift from G–d. My great–grandmother took him in and loved 
him like a son. She was a young widow with only one son and felt 
that she needed the little boy as much as he needed her. He eased 
the pain of losing her husband at a young age. 
 

Mochito is a slang word meaning sawed–off. Once as a child he 
was playing with an ax and accidentally chopped off four of his 
fingers. He grew no taller than three feet high, although chopping 
off his fingers had nothing to do with his small stature. By the 
time I came to know him, El Mochito was as wrinkled as a raisin, 
weatherworn, and gentle. His face radiated love. He had a single 
bottom tooth in his whole mouth. He chewed what he could and 
gummed the rest. 
 
El Mochito's usual attire included faded blue shirts, old bib-denim 
overalls, and high-topped shoes. He was always meticulously 
clean. Moreover, he was almost bald and had only a few strands of 
hair, which he kept under control by licking his fingers and using 
them as a comb. He wore a gorrita to keep the sun off his face. On 
San Tontito Santo, Sundays, and on other holidays he wore a 
newer version of his everyday clothes and instead of the gorrita he 
wore a black yarmulke. 
 
It was difficult for El Mochito to pronounce the word yarmulke, so 
he called the cap a ―ya–ma–la–ka–li.‖ Padrecito, a devoted and 
steadfast gambler, had once won a box of ya–ma–la–ka–lis in a 
poker game from a Jewish merchant in New York City. El 
Mochito kept the box under his bed and guarded those skullcaps 
with his life, since they were his responsibility. Even when their 
ya–ma–la–ka–lis were worn-out—literally in shreds—the men of 
the family had to beg El Mochito for new ones. Even then, El 
Mochito made sure that the old skullcap withstood the tear-test. If 
he could punch a hole in it with a pair of scissors, then and only 
then would he issue a new one. The man had no mercy. 
 
El Mochito loved his dog, Chueco. The mutt was bowlegged—
chueco means bowlegged—and that‘s how he got his name. 
Chueco‘s ears were so long that sometimes he would almost step 
on them with his front paws. The dog was too old to guard the 
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 house. Maybe he was also blind, because he would always bark 
when he came across an old plow that nobody ever used. Old 
Chueco loved to kill skunks and squirrels. Then after he killed 
them he lined them all up on the ground by the side of the 
outdoor privy. 
 
El Mochito slept in the warmest and smallest room in the house, 
right next to the kitchen. It was unheard of for a dog to sleep 
inside of a house in the mountain villages of northern New 
Mexico, but Chueco slept inside. Each night, the spoiled old mutt 
would wait below El Mochito‘s window and as soon as everyone 
else was asleep, the little old man would quietly let his dog in. El 
Mochito kept an old sheepskin under his bed that he dragged out 
for Chueco to sleep on. At night, family members could hear El 
Mochito sing, ―Duérmete perrito… arrurru, arrurru, 
arroorroooorroo...‖ In the morning, El Mochito opened the 
window, snuck the dog out, made up his bed, got dressed, 
straightened out his clothes, and swept the floor. Then he took 
the shofar that was always hanging by his door, climbed up the 
ladder to the rooftop, and sounded off to announce prayer and 
breakfast time. Then he climbed back down the ladder, returned 
to his room, and hung his precious shofar by the door. After he 
did so, he walked into the little washroom and washed his hands 
and face. Then he walked into the kitchen. Because El Mochito 
was a gift from G–d, he sounded the shofar whenever he felt the 
need to do so. 
 
―May G–d give you a good day,‖ he would say as he greeted my 
grandmother. Madrecita responded, ―Buenos días le de Dio, 

Mochito. Did the dog sleep well?” And the old man answered 
politely, ―The dog slept well, thank you, señora.‖ ―Muy bien, 

Mochito. You‘re so lucky that dog doesn‘t howl outside your 
window. When he gets old, he will have to sleep inside the 
house.‖ ―Sí, señora, when he gets old we will have to let him 
sleep inside the house. Yes! Someday we will have to let that 
perro viejo sleep inside the house,‖ El Mochito would say. 
 
Such banter was like a game for the entire family. If El Mochito 
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happened to be out of town, someone would bring Chueco in 
through the window at night and sing a lullaby to him. In the 
morning, that same someone would open up the casement so that 
the dog could get out. Madrecita used to say, ―Ese perro is the only 
sane one among the whole lot of you!‖ Disgusted, she would 
continue, ―I am not a betting woman, but I would lay odds that this 
clever old beast laughs at us when we turn our backs.‖ Secretly, 
though, she doted on Chueco, too. 
  
My Tío Gibi and Tía Antonia, who lived nearby on the ranch, had 
triplets: Belen, Belinda, and Levi. The triplets were one month 
older than me. We grew up like siblings. They were so adorable. 
When the triplets were toddlers and appeared together, the villagers 
would say to one another, ―Look, look, los triplets! Oh, I wish I 
had una camera. Eeejole, ¡ké cute!‖ Older boys whispered, 
―Eeejole, batos, ¡ké strange!‖ 
 
The triplets attracted a lot of attention. As they grew older, they 
became quite different from one another. When the triplets were 
young children, Tía Antonia needed a nanny because she couldn‘t 
cope with three babies all the same age. Even with the nanny, my 
poor aunt was totally helpless, so family members had to pitch in. 
Every morning just before sunrise, Mami and Papi arrived at 
Madrecita‘s and Padrecito‘s house. Mami hurried me to get 
dressed. Then Papi braided my hair and tied pretty bows in it. That 
done, the three of us ran down the path to help Tío Gibi and Mana 
Rosenda, the nanny, dress the triplets. 
 
What a colossal chore that was! Sometimes it turned out that Levi 
had left his shoes by the pond the night before, sometimes Belinda 
wouldn‘t let anyone comb her hair, and sometimes Belen refused to 
come out from under the bed. The house was sheer bedlam! All the 
while, my beautiful Tía Antonia would take her time trying to 
make herself look even more beautiful and glamorous than she 
already was. Dressing the triplets was not on her agenda. If she had 
been left alone to groom her children this probably would have sent 
her to the nut house, so we all helped. 
 
The daunting task of getting the triplets ready every morning went 


