
Free download 
Travel Guide to the Jewish Caribbean and 

South America, A
 Pdf

 Ben G. Frank

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/neyZk/Travel-Guide-to-the-Jewish-Caribbean-and-South-America-A
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/neyZk/Travel-Guide-to-the-Jewish-Caribbean-and-South-America-A
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/neyZk/Travel-Guide-to-the-Jewish-Caribbean-and-South-America-A
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/neyZk/Travel-Guide-to-the-Jewish-Caribbean-and-South-America-A
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/neyZk/Travel-Guide-to-the-Jewish-Caribbean-and-South-America-A
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/neyZk/Travel-Guide-to-the-Jewish-Caribbean-and-South-America-A


A Travel Guide to the Jewish Caribbean and South America is a tremendous work
encompassing history, culture, and modern travel to some of the most important sites in these
places. This is a practical, anecdotal, and adventurous journey including kosher restaurants,
cafes, synagogues, and museums, plus cultural and heritage sites. Though many understand
American Jewish history as beginning with the East European mass immigration of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Jews in the Americas planted roots as early as 1654,
when twenty-three Jews fleeing the Inquisition arrived in New Amsterdam. While the European
roots of American Jews are often explored, less discussed are the still-vibrant Jewish
communities throughout the Caribbean and Latin America. Explored here are the oldest
surviving synagogue in the Western Hemisphere, Mikve Israel in Curaï¿½ao; the largest Jewish
community in the Caribbean, in Puerto Rico; the three synagogues in Havana, Cuba; the Israeli
cafe in Cuzco, Peru, near the historic Inca site, Machu Picchu; and other Jewish sites from
Buenos Aires to Mexico City. Also included are general travel information and tips.
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than in the U.S.AcknowledgmentsIn travel writing, no journalist is ever—or should be—without
contacts when arriving, touring, interviewing, observing, and finally leaving a destination.
Indeed, this travel guide could never have been completed without the help of many wonderful
individuals and groups. I owe them a debt of thanks.Every writer, moreover, usually has a few
mentors who help him or her give birth to an idea. They are the core that inspires the writer to go
on, and this author is no exception. I have been blessed with such friends: Robert Leiter, literary
editor of the Philadelphia Jewish Exponent and editor of Inside Magazine; Alan (“Geli”) Gelfond,
senior financial resource development officer of the Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Detroit;
Raphael Rothstein, national director of marketing and communications for Israel Bonds; Robert
Reeves, international marketing executive; and Jerry Goodman, executive director of the
National Committee for Labor Israel. I am very thankful to Ed Robin, international marketing
specialist, of Chappaqua, New York, whose help arranging contacts with people in various
capitals was invaluable. Two very insightful rabbis guided me throughout the long process of
gathering information and setting up interviews: Guillermo Bronstein of Lima, Peru, and Henry I.
Sobel of Sao Paulo, Brazil. Amir Shaviv, assistant executive vice-president for special
operations, and Dr. William Recant, assistant executive vice-president, both of the American



Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, saw the need for such a guide from the very beginning.
Their interest and help never lagged.I would be remiss not to thank the organizations whose
patient staffs were there when I needed them. They are the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee (JDC), the American Jewish Committee, Chabad Lubavitch, Masorti Conservative
Judaism Movement, and the World Union of Progressive Judaism.Gathering information and
historical background was obviously quite a task and I am forever grateful to the entire staff of
the Chappaqua Library: Mark Hasskarl, director; reference librarians Carolyn Reznick, Martha
Alcott, Paula Peyraud, Jane Peyraud, Maryanne Eaton, Cathy Paulsen, Michele Capozzella, and
Deb Donaldson; and Mary McGrath of the circulation staff.My thanks go to Sy Waldman,
designer and graphic artist of Chappaqua, New York, who designed the cover and maps; to two
wonderful editorial assistants, Lauren Kivlen of New York and Richard Prezioso of Briarcliff
Manor; and to two computer specialists, Blake Kaplan and Joshua Stein of Chappaqua, New
York.Country by country, island by island, there was a group of people who always came to my
aid in interviews and e-mails, and I shall list them below. But here special mention must be made
of Professor Ilan Stavans, Lewis-Sebring Professor in Latin American and Latino Culture,
Amherst College; Jacob Kovadloff, senior consultant, Latin American Affairs, The American
Jewish Committee; Dr. Fernando Campoamor, economist and strategic advisor; Carlos Betesh,
an active Jewish leader and volunteer in Bet Hilel, Buenos Aires; Carlos Huberman, Jewish
leader and international lawyer in Buenos Aires; Evelyn Kollmann of Buenos Aires, Gabriel
Levinson, travel editor of The Jewish Week; Claire E. Schultz, chief marketing and
communications officer of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee; Kelly Clarke of the
United States Virgin Island Department of Tourism; the tourist offices of Costa Rica, Curacao,
Puerto Rico, and Jamaica; Jimmy Mann of Ideal Tours in New York City; and Yitzchok Fuchs,
CPA and international tax expert in New York City.I can only hope that I am not omitting any
names; if I did, I am sorry. I am especially indebted to the unnamed helpful residents of many
countries who pointed me in the right direction.I thank the following for their
assistance.Argentina: Rita Saccal, head librarian, Seminario Rabinico Latinoamericano;
“Marshall T. Meyer”; Tamara Schagas of the Judaica Foundation; Evelyn Kollmann, Jewish guide
in Buenos Aires; Jaime Davidson, film producer; Rabbi Marcelo Bronstein of Congregation B’nai
Jeshurun, New York City; and Gabriel Trajtenberg, executive director of Hillel, Agrentina.Aruba:
Rabbi Marcelo Bater, Beth Israel Synagogue, Oranjestad; Martha Lichtenstein, Jewish
community leader, Oranjestad.Brazil: Rabbi Henry I. Sobel of Congregacao Israelita Paulista,
Sao Paulo; Sue Farber of Sao Paulo and White Plains, New York; Jose Paulo N. Naslavsky-
Zepa, head of communications at the Jewish Historical Archives in Recife; Rosa Bernarda
Ludemir, architect and urbanist; Jerry Sasson, a great guide who knows the general and Jewish
scene in Rio de Janeiro and who calls himself “your friend in Rio”; Efraim Schvaitzer, Jewish
guide in Rio de Janeiro; Gaby Milevsky of Hebraica, Sao Paulo; Susan Stockler of Stockler
Tours; Michoel Regen of Ten Yad, Sao Paulo; and Rabbi B. Weitman of Sao PauloChile: Rabbi
Shmuel Szteinhendler of Congregation Or Shalom; Dr. Alberto Rubenstein, president of the



Vaad Hajinuj and member of the CREJ; his wife, Dr. Eugenia Muchnik, Jewish community leader
and volunteer; Claudio Pincus, formerly of Santiago (now of Livingston, N.J.), whose parents
were the founders of many Jewish organizations in Chile; Rabbi Shoshan Ghoori of Aish
Hatorah, Santiago; and Rabbi Angel Kreiman of Santiago, Chile.Costa Rica: Marvin Sossin,
Jewish community leader; Rabbi Michael Holzman; Debbie Dachner, travel specialist.Cuba:
Mara Steiner and Nestor Szwach, of JDC.Curacao: Rabbi Ariel Yeshurun of Shaarei Tsedek
Orthodox Ashkenazic Jewish Community of Willemstad; Rene D. L. Maduro, past president of
Mikve Israel-Emanuel and a leader in the Jewish community; Ilanit Manilof of Sheraton Curacao,
Christel Monsanto, tour guide; Heske Zelermyer and Rabbi Gerald B. Zelermyer of Congregation
Mikve Israel.Jamaica: Ainsley Henriques, Jewish community leader; Stephen Henriques,
religious teacher; Ed Kritzler, journalist and writer; Donavan Donaldson of the Jamaica Tourist
Board; Wayne F. Sterling, marketing representative, Jamaica Tourist Board; and Ms. Diana Willis
of the Jamaica Tourist Board.Martinique and Guadeloupe: Rabbi Shimon Benagou.Mexico:
Rabbi Marcelo Rittner of Bet El, Mexico City, Monica Unikel, a historian and excellent tour guide
of Mexican Jewish sites; Mauricio Lulka, director general of the Comite Central de la Comunidad
Judia de Mexico, Mexico City; Rabbi Moshe Walles, spiritual leader of Beth Itzjak de Polanco
and the Ashkenazic community of Mexico City; Dr. Daniel Fainstein, director general of the
Universidad Hebraica.Panama: Moises A. Mizrachi, noted Jewish community leader; David
Robles, attorney; Milton Henriquez, historian, Panama City; Julieta and John Maduro, Jewish
community leaders; Claudio Valencia, president of Congregation Kol Shearith Israel; Rabbi
Gustavo Kraselnik of Congregation Kol Shearith Israel; Rabbi Aaron Laine, rabbi of Sinagoga
Beth El, Panama City; David Edelstein, a traveler in the Americas; and Jacobo Sasso, Geoffrey
Osorio de Marchena, and Vera Sasso de Osorio.Peru: Rabbi Guillermo Bronstein of Asociacion
Judia de Beneficencia y Culto de 1870; Elie Scialom, Jewish community leader and former
president of Colegio Leon Pinelo and the Sephardic synagogue; Maria del Carmen Arata
Cockburn, secretary of the Cultural Affairs Bureau of the Congress of Peru; Rabbi Zalman
Blumenfeld of Chabad; Leon Trahtemberg, director of the Colegio Leon Pinelo; Fernando Ayllon
Dulanto, chief of Museum of the Inquisition, Lima; Dr. Fortuna Calvo-Roth of New York City,
professor, journalist, writer, and head of Coral Communications Group, producers of audiobooks
in Spanish.Puerto Rico: Harry Ezratty, attorney and historian; Rabbi Mordecai Rotem, spiritual
leader of Temple Beth Shalom, San Juan; Rabbi Mendel Zarchi, of Chabad Lubavitch of Puerto
Rico; Rabbi Gabriel Frydman of the Conservative Synagogue.St. Thomas: Rabbi Arthur F. Starr;
Louise Benjamin, guide for the Virgin Islands.Uruguay: Hanoch Dreisis, director of Hillel,
Montevideo; Rita Vinocur de Haim, director of the Holocaust Museum, Montevideo; Abel
Bronstein of the Communidad Israelita del Uruguay; Egon Friedler, author and journalist; Rabbi
Daniel Kripper, formerly of Montevideo and now of Congregation Beth Shalom, Bermuda Dunes,
California; David Kanter, driver and guide; Ria Okret of Montevideo; and Roberto Wajner of
Montevideo.I offer praise and appreciation to Dr. Milburn Calhoun, publisher and president of
Pelican Publishing Company, and the entire staff at Pelican, who immediately saw the need for



this travel book, with a special debt of gratitude to my editors at Pelican, Nina Kooij and Lynn
Doiron.My deepest thanks go to my family: Riva, Martin, Jodi, Randy, Julia, Monte, Leah,
Rebecca, Sarah; my late parents, Nathan M. and Sonya Winerman Frank; and my wife’s late
parents, Rabbi Solomon and Jeanette Joskowitz Spitz—all of whom taught and remind me
every day that “the journey is the reward.”Finally, authors know that at times, especially as
deadlines approach, pressure can become burdensome on one’s wife—or husband. As for my
wife, Riva, her love and devotion, her encouragement and steadfastness, not only kept my
resolve but also reinforced what we both knew—that it was time that we learn more about the
wonderful Jewish communities in the Caribbean and Latin America.IntroductionIt’s a long way
from the shtetl of Tomashpil, Ukraine, just south of Vinnitsa, to Cuzco, Peru, which is a four-hour
train ride from the Inca masterpiece, the wonder of the world, Machu Picchu.But I went there,
11,000 feet above sea level, because I was determined to leave my usual stomping grounds of
Europe and Asia, where I wrote A Travel Guide to Jewish Europe and A Travel Guide to Jewish
Russia and Ukraine (Pelican Publishing Company), as well as articles on Jews in those lands. I
wanted to explore a new continent, different lands, even warmer climes than the harsh, cold,
windy steppes of Mother Russia. Besides, I want to continue following in the footsteps of my
namesake, Benjamin of Tudela, the 12th-century rabbi who chronicled the then-known Jewish
world in Europe, Asia, and Africa. For the traveling rabbi, the Western Hemisphere did not
exist.For this travel writer, the new destination was the Caribbean and Latin America. No, it was
not by chance that I decided to write A Travel Guide to the Jewish Caribbean and Latin America.
After Europe and Russia, and of course, the U.S. and Israel, this stands as perhaps the last
remaining large concentration of World Jewry.Like Benjamin of Tudela, this Benjamin of New
York set out to record the Jewish population, describe the people, tell their history, comment on
their rulers, and define the Jewish community structure.A Travel Guide to the Jewish Caribbean
and Latin America was not the result of a whim, or ennui of going back to London, Paris, Rome,
Madrid, or St. Petersburg. My journey south of the United States’ border was undertaken to fill
the need for a unique travel guide, one that would present a practical, anecdotal, and
adventurous journey through the Caribbean and Latin America, including synagogues,
museums, kosher restaurants, cafes, plus cultural and heritage sites.Like many, I must admit, I
possessed only superficial knowledge of the vast South American continent. Though I had
visited some of the Caribbean islands, made several trips to Brazil, and heard stories of those
wonderful pioneers, the “secret Jews” who, to escape the ever-threatening Inquisition in Iberia,
chose the beckoning lands of New Spain and Portuguese Brazil, I had heretofore largely ignored
this wonderful region with a rich cultural heritage of its own.So I immersed myself in the
discovery of the lands of my coreligionists.I learned what other Jewish writers and historians had
discovered: that Western Hemispheric Jewish history begins in Spain, and when that history
ends, that of the Jews in the Americas begins.I learned that American Jewish history does not
begin with the arrival of ocean liners with below-sea steerage quarters crowded with pogrom-
driven and economically poor East European Jews, who like my grandparents and parents only



wanted a new life in the “golden land” of the United States of America.The history of the Jews of
the U.S. begins with that small French frigate, the Sainte Catherine, which in early September
1654 arrived in New Amsterdam harbor with 23 weather-beaten, impoverished, fleeing Spanish
and Portuguese Jews, the latter uprooted from their homes in Recife, Brazil.I learned that most
of the first Jews to arrive in Argentina—also fleeing Czarist Russia and the lands of Poland and
Romania—were farmers and gauchos (cowboys), and they established agricultural colonies and
cooperatives on the vast pampas of that wonderful country in the southern cone of South
America, and they later moved to a new city to help create that still beautiful, Old World,
charming “Paris of the Western Hemisphere,” Buenos Aires.I learned of the trials and tribulations
of those first Jewish settlers who sailed up the winding wilderness of the Ebook Tops River; or
who went to the rubber plantations in the jungles of Peru; or who crossed the high Andes into
warm, welcoming Chile; or who landed near the cities next to the volcanoes of Costa Rica; or
who moved to the high altitudes of what has since become the largest city in this hemisphere,
Mexico City; or who walked along the hot, beautiful beaches of Havana, Cuba; or who settled in
what become that lovely town and resort area of Charlotte Amalie in St. Thomas.I met with proud
Jews of Curacao who were descendants of those who established the oldest synagogue in the
Western Hemisphere, Mikve Israel, which is one of the half-dozen synagogues in the Caribbean
with a sandy floor. Sand covers the floor of the historic synagogue in St. Thomas, whose
members proudly proclaim that they belong to the oldest synagogue in continuous use under
the American flag.I learned the reason for the sandy floors.I learned that the Jews who went
south often did so because they could not come north to the U.S. They used the south as a
temporary stop before entering the land north of the Rio Grande. In the early 1920s, when
Washington restricted immigration, these Jews made the best of it, and stayed. Ironically, today
some of their children and grandchildren are trying to emigrate again, a second move, only this
time due to economic upheaval. Fears of civil unrest, instability, and terrorism have pushed
some Jews to depart Argentina.It is all here in this Travel Guide to the Jewish Caribbean and
Latin America.On dozens of trips southward, ever southward, I met Jews alongside the
Miraflores locks in the Panama Canal; or at a small but warm-welcoming synagogue in Gossit,
Guadeloupe, where these Jews speak French; or along the beautiful beaches of Montego Bay in
Jamaica; or in the old sections of the city of Montevideo.I learned, too, that not everything is
samba, or tango, or beautiful views, or pleasure in Latin American Jewry. Argentina, for instance,
is sad. Argentines are living a tragedy. A severe economic depression has crippled that nation,
and about one-half of the Jewish community lives below the poverty line. As I walked the
beautiful expansive boulevards and the boutique-lined streets of Buenos Aires, I kept asking why
there was such an economic mess in such a rich country. It was even harder to understand when
I recalled the saying about Argentina: “Das una patada y nace una vaca”—“kick the soil and a
cow is born.”To a lesser degree, economic difficulties have spread to Uruguay, Brazil, and
elsewhere in South America. This should not stop the tourist, especially the American Jewish
visitor, whose presence in these lands would do wonders to show solidarity with the Jews of the



southern cone.Moreover, if you, dear reader, want to see how your contributions have been put
to use, Argentina and Cuba are prime examples of how North American Jews have come
together to aid their less fortunate brothers and sisters. While it is true that around 5,000 to
10,000 Jews have left Argentina since the economic implosion, the vast majority, about 200,000,
have stayed and will probably continue to stay. They have to be cared for and helped. Indeed,
that community, like those of Brazil or Uruguay or Chile or Costa Rica or Panama, has created
wonderful Jewish institutions and facilities, and they should be seen. I have listed these Jewish
community centers, clubs, synagogues, and schools in A Travel Guide to the Jewish Caribbean
and Latin America.Argentine Jewry alone has created one of the best Jewish educational
systems in the diaspora, and services at their synagogues are stimulating, refreshing, and
spiritually uplifting. This is a wonderful Jewish community and should be visited.Yes, there is anti-
Semitism in these countries; there is anti-Semitism all over the world. But it is nothing compared
to the terrible recent rise in Europe. Interestingly, the problems Jews face in Latin America are
not anti-Semitism or pogroms but the terrible financial crisis that rocks some of these nations
and has hit the middle class very hard. These are countries where democracy is fragile and the
rule of law is weak.Tourist-wise, many of these lands are not only beautiful, welcoming,
satisfying, and entertaining, but your currency also goes a long way for hotels, meals, tours, and
cultural activities.True, after 9/11 security is tighter; it is here in the U.S., too. So take your
passport with you for identification.Trips to those new destinations can be quite rewarding for
self-education. They were for me, and I want to share my increased knowledge and study and
insight with you through this travel volume.These Caribbean and Latin American destinations
are relatively close to home. Just an hour or two longer than a flight to Paris or Budapest, and
you can stand atop Sugar Loaf Mountain and look down on the most beautiful city in the world,
Rio de Janeiro; witness the thrilling Iguacu Falls; or stroll through the European-style city of
Buenos Aires, which will remind you of Paris or Rome.Access in Latin America is excellent, and
hotels are among the best in the world. Caribbean and Latin food is tasty indeed, and in some
smaller Jewish-populated countries kosher food may be difficult but not impossible to find. Just
plan ahead and make use of the contacts here in this travel guide, including kosher provision
stores, kosher restaurants, synagogues, and Jewish sites in the cities I have visited.There is a
sense of fulfillment this travel writer and journalist has in completing a journey of thousands of
miles, to visit with Jews and Jewish communities and see their magnificent accomplishments.
Latin American Jewry, though small, perhaps a half-million, is determined to survive, despite the
problems facing Jews all over the world.“You cannot tell the players without a scorecard,” as they
say. So let’s visit Rio, Lima, Santiago, Panama City, Mexico City, San Jose, San Juan, Montego
Bay, Fort-de-France, Willemstad in Curacao, Christiansted in St. Croix, and many more.Yes, let
us begin our journey. And as the Chinese say, the journey of a thousand li begins with the first
step.A TRAVEL GUIDE TO THEJEWISH CARIBBEAN AND LATIN AMERICABrazilIt Gave Birth
to American JewryOne day, God looked down on Jersey City and was so sad at what he saw
that he decided to create Rio de Janeiro.—Unknown OriginA small French frigate, the Sainte



Catherine, rounded the tip of Manhattan Island in early September in 1654. Sliding alongside
Dutch vessels into the mouth of the Hudson River, she dropped anchor at the little fortress town
of New Amsterdam, capital of mainland New Netherlands, the North American outpost of the
Dutch West India Company. Today it is called New York City.The passenger list included 23
Jews: 4 men, 6 women, and 13 children. They were the first group of what was to become the
American Jewish community. Today it stands as the largest Jewish group in the diaspora.The
first Jews to arrive in New York were mostly Sephardim: Jews who trace their origins to the
Iberian peninsula before the 1492 expulsion from Spain. But there were indeed a few
Ashkenazim on board, too, according to Arnold Wiznitzer’s book, Jews in Colonial Brazil.They
were the “Jewish pilgrim fathers” of the future United States of America and they had sailed from
Brazil, specifically from the port of Recife. They had been forced to leave that city with about 150
Jewish families when the Portuguese retook it from the Dutch in 1654.Not only had they been
compelled to flee their homes and freedom, but they left behind the first synagogue and the first
mikveh in the Americas. Still, as tragic as the departure was for those Recife Jews, the breakup
of the Jewish community there was a momentous occasion in Jewish history. It meant that soon,
a large Jewish community would rise on the banks of the Hudson River and would spread out
over the vast continent of North America. The American Jewish community owes its origin to
those first Jews of Brazil.The passengers on the “Jewish Mayflower” did not sail directly to what
was to become New York City. Actually, they had been traveling for over six months before they
reached the haven of New Amsterdam.The group set out from Recife, Brazil, and headed to the
island of Martinique. Adverse winds, however, brought them to Jamaica, where the Spaniards
immediately threw them in prison.Twenty-three of them were not ex-Marranos, but were
Ashkenazic Jews from Germany and Italy and Sephardic Jews, according to Wiznitzer. These 23
were permitted to leave the island because they were not ex-Marranos. They proceeded to New
Amsterdam. Those who were conversos (Jews converted to Catholicism) and had reverted back
to Judaism in Brazil were detained. Jamaica asked its government in Spain how to deal with
these conversos. The Dutch intervened with the Spanish court and eventually forced Jamaican
officials to release their prisoners, explains historian and author Mordechai Arbell.We shall meet
the group again. The 23 arrived in nearby St. Anthony in Cuba and they were safe there even if it
was Spanish Cuba, because they had just been cleared in customs in Jamaica. In Cuba these
23 Jews met up with the captain of the Sainte Catherine, Jacques de la Motthe, who promised to
take them to New Amsterdam for 2,500 guilders each, according to Wiznitzer.These passengers
possessed no passports or money and would be treated very badly by the then Dutch governor
of New Netherlands, Peter Stuyvesant. However, on arrival, the group discovered that residing
on what was to become the famous island of Manhattan were at least two Jews, Jacob
Barsimson and Salomon Pietersen, who welcomed the 23, according to Wiznitzer.Meanwhile,
Capt. de la Motthe of the Sainte Catherine sued his Jewish passengers for the promised fare.
When they were unable to meet his demands, heads of the Jewish families were put in jail, until
money for the debt could be obtained from their relatives in Amsterdam.Stuyvesant backed the



French captain. The governor objected to any settlers who were not members of the Dutch
Reformed Church. He wrote to the Dutch West India Company that “this deceitful race, such
hateful enemies and blasphemers of the name of Christ, be not allowed further to infest and
trouble this new colony.” He attempted to evict the Jews. Jewish stockholders in Amsterdam,
however, prevailed on the company “to order the narrow minded governor to let them remain,”
says historian Malcolm A. Stern. The Jews in the Netherlands reminded the company that their
brothers and sisters in New Amsterdam had suffered heavy losses in Brazil out of loyalty to
Holland and that they were substantial investors in the company.We know that the Dutch West
India Company overruled Stuyvesant. The Jews could stay, provided that “the poor amongst
them shall not become a burden to the community, but be supported by their own nation,”
according to the late Jewish historian, Cecil Roth.The rest is history. In the 350 years since that
fateful landing in 1654, the Jews in the United States of America never become a “burden” to
their country. Indeed, the U.S. served as a haven for millions of Jewish refugees during the last
two centuries.Those 23 Jews would go on to establish the first congregation in North America:
Shearith Israel (today located at 70th Street and Central Park West). More Jews would come to
New Amsterdam, including those held back in Jamaica. Others would emigrate from the
Netherlands, the mother country. After England took over Dutch New York in 1664, however,
streams of Jewish immigrants poured into this New World city from London, the West Indies,
France, Germany, and many other nations in Europe.They also landed in the Caribbean, the
focus of the European nations in those early colonial days. The Jews of the Caribbean would
play a significant role in the development of the early congregations of American Jewry, in terms
of money, support, and staff. For example, in October 1729, the Jews of Curacao gave 272
ounces of silver toward the construction of New York’s Spanish-Portuguese Synagogue, also
known as Shearith Israel.In the late 19th century, the masses from Eastern Europe, the lands of
the czars, settled in New York City. They would dock in the New World’s foremost city, which was
on its way to becoming the financial and cultural capital of the world, because few countries
would let them live as Jews. They also went to Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, Maryland, South
Carolina, and Georgia. Indeed, of the half-dozen Jewish congregations established in the
colonies before the War of Independence (1776-83), practically all had been founded by “secret
Jews” who had returned to Judaism, or their immediate descendants, according to
Roth.Meanwhile, those who left Recife but did not go to New York made it back to the
Netherlands and then returned to the Caribbean in places such as Curacao, Suriname, and
Jamaica. Some went straight from Brazil to islands in the Caribbean. As far as is known, these
former Brazilian Jews were the first members of the congregations of Suriname and Curacao.
Among them were the first Jewish settlers of the French islands, according to historian Zvi
Locker.The “Secret Jews” of Latin AmericaMention “secret Jews” and history churns up the well-
known word Marrano, the Spanish pejorative for crypto-Jew, whose real meaning is “swine” and/
or “pig” and whose utterance was accompanied by a disgusting-sounding spit on the ground.
More appropriate names would have been conversos (converts), New Christians, crypto-Jews,



or the Hebrew word anusim (secret Jews). “Marranos” were “hidden believers in the Torah who
agreed to convert to Christianity—but only publicly,” writes cultural critic Prof. Ilan Stavans in his
book The Scroll and the Cross.The language of the Jews who came to America was
Portuguese, notes Arbell in his book The Portuguese Jews of Jamaica. “The history of the first
Jewish settlers on the American continent is part of the history of the Portuguese Jewish
Diaspora. Among themselves, they referred to each other as members of ‘La Nacion,’ ‘The
Nation,’” he says. All of them “belonged to the Portuguese Jewish Nation.”To hide their Jewish
identity in the face of death, these crypto-Jews said they were “Portuguese” and “Portugals.”
Non-Jews soon realized that when a person said he was “Portuguese,” he was a “secret
Jew.”How did Jews become, in the words of the noted Brazilian Jewish writer Moacyr Scliar,
“hybrid Jews”? How did they arrive at the point where they even faced the terrible choice of
giving up their religion in Spain, especially after the wonderful life they enjoyed in that country in
what we still call the Golden Age of Spain?The “Jewish fate in Spain had been sealed . . . during
the riots of 1391 when many Jews died at the hands of fanatical mobs and thousands more were
forcibly converted to Catholicism,” writes the late, noted American Jewish historian Jacob R.
Marcus. About 20,000 Jews simply gave up the fight and converted—becoming New Christians.
But they were never trusted by the Church and eventually one of the most terrible words in the
lexicon of the Jewish people’s history was created, the Inquisition. Spain had to be pure
Catholic; and it was then that the Church initiated the racist doctrine of limpieza de sangre (pure
blood).History has told us that after the expulsion of 1492, many of these Spanish Jews—at
least 100,000 of them—crossed over into Portugal. They thought they would be safe. Quite the
contrary, they were leaping from the frying pan into the fire. Four years later, in 1496, Portuguese
king Manuel I ordered their expulsion, but he changed his mind when he realized it would be an
economic mistake. So, the next year, he forcibly baptized the country’s Jews, who would go on
to resist in the only way they could. They secretly practiced Judaism even in the face of being
discovered and put to death. The enforced baptism began on March 19, 1497, the first day of
Passover, when many parents went to the baptismal font with their children. The Marranos were
living on borrowed time.Initially, their clandestine Jewish observance was much easier to
maintain in Portugal than under similar circumstances in Spain, as the Inquisition was not
introduced into Portugal until the mid-16th century, says Arbell. Because of this late arrival, the
survival of Portuguese Jews as Jews lasted much longer. And as Roth stresses, Portuguese
Jews had 50 years to “accommodate themselves to the possibilities of crypto-Judaism, the latter
thus acquiring a strength and tenacity which . . . proved invincible.”Although Manuel I issued a
decree forbidding any New Christian to exit the country without special permission, it could be
circumvented. Officials could be bribed. Besides, the ban on emigration from Portugal did not
apply to anyone traveling to Portuguese colonies abroad, and many New Christians were
attracted both by the financial opportunities and perceived “safe” distance from the
Inquisition.But when Spain began to rule Portugal in 1580, King Phillip II of Spain extended the
restrictions of limpieza de sangre to Portugal. He did this at a time when Spain stood at the



“zenith of her power.” Under Phillip, the Inquisition renewed its “nefarious activity in
America.”This led to a large emigration of Jews from Portugal back into Spain. The word
“Portuguese soon became synonymous with Judaizer.” Between 1530 and 1640, many of those
“secret Jews,” now free from Portugual and back on Spanish soil, moved to the New World and
populated what would become Jewish centers in the West Indies and South America. Nearly all
crypto-Jews emigrating to the New World were Portuguese subjects. “The 16th century was a
century of quest, the quest of a distraught Jewry seeking a land from which they might send
forth Torah, Jewish instruction to other Jews. England and France, Spain and Portugal had
already driven their Jewish subjects out—or underground,” says Marcus in his book The Colonial
American Jew, 1492-1776.So, crypto-Jews sought asylum in the New World. There, they
thought they could disappear into the vastness of the continent and escape the terrible eye of
the Inquisition that haunted them, especially after 1547, when they “were subjected to a reign of
terror.” Those caught observing Judaism were punished.In 1571, the Spanish king installed the
Inquisition in Spanish possessions in the New World, including Mexico, to “free the land which
has become contaminated by Jews and heretics, especially of the Portuguese nation,” notes
Arbell. The non-Jewish Iberians believed that these recent conversos, especially the “former
Portuguese Jews,” were “insincere” Christians, historian Miriam Bodian points out. They were not
far off the mark. Many conversos clung “tenaciously to Judaism and some were even Judaizers.”
Unlike their Spanish brothers and sisters, who since the 14th century had undergone a “century
long assault on their psyches,” the Portuguese Jews had been allowed to proceed without
interference until the forced baptism in 1497. Also, the Portuguese crown “did not begin to crack
down on judaizers’ until the establishment of the Inquisition in 1536,” explains Bodian. “By this
time, Portugal had on its hands an experienced population of ‘converts’ who regarded
themselves as Jews and were prepared to resist attempts to intimidate them.”Whenever these
New Christians could escape from Iberia, they headed for non-Catholic lands, where they could
cast off Christianity and become Jews again, according to Arbell. Nobody really knows the
numbers of conversos who sailed westward, says Stavans in The Scroll and the Cross. He
claims that it is “unlikely” that the number of those who came to the Western Hemisphere, “either
as overt or secret Jews, was ever higher than 2,000.”Remember, however, that the vast majority
of these secret Jews had accepted Christianity to escape death and remain in Spain and
Portugal. Both of those powerful nations would spend the next several centuries hunting down
the converted Jews through the hated and cruel Inquisition. They were the “secret police” out to
catch those so-called “deviants”—those “underground” persons who were practicing
Judaism.The Inquisition was at its worst in colonial South America. Scholar-historian Henry
Charles Lea argues that the Inquisition contributed to the failure of Spanish colonial policy and
retarded the “political and industrial development of the emancipated colonies.” In the 21st
century, Spain would realize it had been a tragic mistake to expel the Jews.Despite the
conversion and the death threat, these secret Jews remained at heart as completely Jewish as
they had ever been, according to Roth in his book, A History of the Marranos. “They were Jews



in all but name, and Christians in nothing but form,” he adds. Secretly, they observed the laws
and practices of the rites of Judaism as far as this was possible, always risking much and always
trying to avoid the clutches of the Church. These underground Jews came to the New World to
escape the eye of the ever-present Inquisition, which still followed them from Iberia. However,
except for Spanish Jamaica, which was captured by the British in 1655, most of the Jews in the
Spanish colonies were lost to Judaism.The largest group of secret Jews went to Brazil. This land
became the first Jewish settlement in the New World, with the first synagogues: Zur Israel in the
island city of Recife and Magen Abraham on the mainland at Mauricia. The first rabbis on the
continent, Rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca and the haham (scholar) Moses Rafael de Aguilar,
came to Brazil, too.So, the Brazilian experience certainly is worth a glance. Brazil is now the
second-largest Jewish community in Latin America. Because it gave birth to the American
Jewish community, the largest and strongest Jewish community in the Western Hemisphere, it is
fitting that we visit these South American brothers and sisters.BrazilThis is Brazil, the “giant of
South America.” It is still a new frontier. It is still a fast-growing nation of 175 million, including
about 130,000 Jews. It ranks fifth in both population and land area.Brazil is the largest Catholic
country in the world. “Brazil alone, the largest nation in the hemisphere, is eight times the size of
Poland before World War II,” points out Stavans. With over three million square miles, it is larger
than the continental U.S.Standing among the 10 top economies in the world (ninth), it is by far
Latin America’s largest and potentially richest country, according to the November 2, 2003, issue
of Economist magazine. Still growing, the country accounts for 40 percent of South America’s
total economy. Brazil has become one of the biggest industrial nations in the world, according to
the Statesman’s Yearbook, 2002.Since Pedro Alvares Cabral’s arrival in 1500, Brazil has been
seen as the land of opportunity. But it often has been said that this country falls way short of
expectations. To paraphrase a former French minister, Brazil is the country of the future and it
will always be the country of the future.Shaped like a huge spinning top, with its shoulders
bulging northwest toward Colombia and the headwaters of the 3,900-mile-long Ebook Tops
River, Brazil is bounded in the east by the Atlantic Ocean and on its northern, western, and
southern borders by all the Latin American countries except Chile and Ecuador. Natural
resources abound: bauxite, gold, iron ore, manganese, nickel, phosphates, platinum, tin,
uranium, petroleum, hydropower, and timber. Brazil exports manufactured goods, such as iron
ore, granite, soybeans, coffee, footwear, and automobiles.Brazil was hard hit by the deep
recession in the late 1990s. But by mid-2003, she stepped back from the brink of economic
disaster, and by 2004, the economy was rebounding. Inflation and unemployment often rock
South American economies. Frequently, the U.S. or the IMF have to bail them out of financial
difficulties. Brazil, however, recently made the strongest rebound of any “emerging market”
economy in the world, according to Kenneth Maxwell.Brazil may rank among the world’s top 10
economies, but it maintains the fourth-worst income distribution in the world, according to the
United Nations Development Program. The rich, who make up 10 percent of the population,
command nearly half the national income. Ordinary Brazilians suffer from low pay and spiraling



unemployment. The majority of the Brazilian people remain extremely poor. There is a total
disparity between rich and poor. The “poorest 40 percent of the population command only eight
percent of the wealth, and those in the richest tier are as pampered as the nobility in pre-
Revolutionary France,” Rebecca Mead wrote in The New Yorker on March 17, 2003. “There is no
country in the world as unequal as Brazil,” declared the writer Eduardo Galeano. ‘A “hard core” of
40 million people, nearly a quarter of the population, live on less than half the minimum wage of
$80 a month, according to Economist, August 16, 2003. A government agency puts those in
extreme poverty—that is, lacking the money to feed themselves properly—at 23 million. As in the
U.S., many in the middle class are unemployed. In Sao Paulo alone, unemployment rose from
180,000 in 1989 to 1.3 million in 2003, Economist also said on August 16, 2003. Brazil cries out
for social development. The “inequality of income,” according to Maxwell, has been “unchanged
for over thirty years, by which 33 percent of the population live in poverty and 15 percent in
conditions of extreme destitution.”There is still some risk in investing in Brazil. The real threat
there is the possibility of the kind of violence one sees in Colombia, if Pres. Luiz Inacio (“Lula”)
da Silva cannot stimulate economic growth, according to Maxwell in The New York Review of
Books, July 3, 2003. Recently, “Lula” has grown in stature in Latin America and in providing
regional leadership. Even with his “leftist” world view, he has stopped a currency crisis that not
only would have affected Brazil, but all emerging markets. “Drugs have taken over the favelas,
and the poor there supply drugs to the better neighborhoods. A million persons live in these
favelas, and tourists should avoid those areas.What does the rest of the world think about
Brazil? Sex. Samba. Beautiful people. Soccer. Bossa nova and other indigenous music, such as
“The Girl from Ipanema.” Tourists can still hear the beat of the samba—drums pounding out
happiness—and see that samba line of beautiful women and happy men in green and yellow
outfits.Brazil can be seen through its passion for football, or soccer as we in North America know
it. Soccer, it seems, comes ahead of the Rio carnival or the Ebook Tops River as a symbol of
Brazil. It is the only country to have qualified for all 17 World Cups and has won the trophy a
record five times by playing a freewheeling and elegant game that has been compared to ballet.
In 2002, Brazil won for its fifth time, defeating Germany 2-0. Thousands poured onto the streets
and sidewalks. They danced the samba as drums pounded. They set off firecrackers, tooted
horns, and raced through the streets with green and yellow Brazilian flags. They hugged and
kissed each other. And to think it all goes back to the 15th century.In 1494, in the Treaty of
Tordesillas, the pope divided the New World between Spanish and Portuguese zones of
influence. He was really drawing an arbitrary line of longitude in a blank space, with no anchor in
reality. He unknowingly awarded Brazil to Portugal.Not until the 18th century, when many towns
were opened in the interior, especially in the southern part of Brazil, did penetration of the
country begin with a vengeance. Gold and diamonds were found by young, roaming men and
women from southeastern Brazil, according to A. Curtis Wilgus. Brazil had slavery but never
apartheid or the formal segregation of the U.S. Actually, many Brazilians think they live in a
“racial democracy.” Not so, say some—it is really a myth, and black movements are growing and



demanding quotas in order to get their people ahead.The Jewish immigrant arriving in Brazil
came to a new climate and a new life, far different from Portugal or the Mediterranean lands; far
different, too, from Russia, Poland, or Bessarabia. This is a peaceful country. Have you ever
noticed that the flag of Brazil has no red? A Brazilian told me once that means no blood, no
fighting, and no wars.The Jewish newcomers might have felt anguish at arriving in a new and
strange land. But because of their courage and ingenuity, they planted roots in a receptive earth,
roots that have since blossomed into a dynamic Jewish community.A Brief HistoryJews were
among the first settlers in Brazil, even though they did not practice Judaism openly. Actually,
during the first half of Brazilian history, Jewish history is really Marrano history: “New Christians”
who were businesspersons, educators, writers, and commercial owners.In fact, Marranos were
on the boat of Pedro Alvares Cabral when he discovered Brazil in 1500. His ship’s pilot was
Gasparda da Gama, a Polish Jew who had adopted the name “da Gama” when he was forced to
convert to Christianity by the noted explorer Vasco da Gama, one of the most experienced
Portuguese sea captains.On March 9, 1500, Pedro Alvares Cabral (1467-1528) and his fleet of
13 ships sailed from Belem, Portugal. He was headed for India. He planned to follow a route
taken by Vasco da Gama. Cabral had been appointed commander of a fleet to continue the work
of da Gama.On April 22, a sudden storm blew the vessel off course and it landed on the
northern coast of Brazil, in Bahia, near the mouth of the Cai River. Cabral planted a large cross
on the beach to claim the area for Portugal, and it would indeed turn out to be within the
boundary assigned to Portugal by the 1494 Treaty of Tordesillas. A mass was celebrated and the
country was named “Island of the Holy Cross,” which stuck for a while but which was later
changed to “The Land of Parrots.” In 1503 the name became “Land of Brazil,” and eventually,
“Brazil” was used, says author Wiznitzer. The name Brazil was derived from the valuable
dyewood found in the area, similar to wood from Asia that had been known as Brazil-wood,
probably because its color resembled glowing coal (braza).In 1502, Andre Goncalves and
Amerigo Vespucci discovered a bay that Goncalves would name Rio de Janeiro, “River of
January.” Some historians believe Rio de Janeiro was discovered in 1504 by Goncalo Coelho.
The first settlement in Rio bay was actually made by the French, but the Portuguese soon took
over.Other adventurers followed these men. In 1530, Martim Afonso de Sousa—sent by the
Portuguese—came with settlers, cattle, seeds, and agricultural tools to settle the country. They
built a fort at Rio de Janeiro.The MarranosPernambuco in the north was settled in 1536.
According to historian Wiznitzer, the king decided to lease large tracts of land to businessmen.
The first concession—a lease to trade—was obtained by a consortium of New Christians
headed by Fernao de Noronha.From 1548, Marranos poured into Brazil. However, one of the
penalties imposed by the tribunals of the mother country upon the convicted but “penitent”
heretics was deportation across the Atlantic. Hence, says Roth, “Brazil became filled with ‘New
Christians’ of doubtful Orthodoxy.” He adds that “the colony had thus harbored an increasingly
high proportion of secret Jews.” They were wealthy. They controlled a great part of the
commerce. They exploited the resources of the “brazil tree,” exporting its products to Europe.



They introduced sugarcane from Madeira. Historian Howard Sachar calls them “sugar
barons.”Within a few years after the discovery of Brazil, New Christians who landed in the
country became landowners. Small groups of crypto-Jews, who were mostly from Portugal,
arrived in Brazil in the 16th century and assimilated into the local population. One of the
pioneers in the penetration of the Brazilian forests in search of gold and gems was Spanish
convert Felipe de Guillen. The New Christian Bento Dias Santiago owned three sugar mills. We
know that conversos of Pernambuco went to his estate to celebrate Jewish
holidays.Unfortunately, these secret Jews could not altogether escape the long arm of the
Inquisition. Diego Fernandez, for instance, would go on to stand out as the expert in sugar
production. The only problem, according to Brazilian Jewish historian and expert on crypto-Jews
Anita Novinsky, is that he and his whole family were denounced by the Inquisition for secretly
practicing Judaism.By 1624, about 50,000 former Europeans lived in Brazil, many of whom were
New Christians, says Allan Metz, historian. Portugal seemed bent on settling Brazil with Jews
who had been forcibly converted to Catholicism. Secretly, however, these converted ones
observed Jewish rites and customs.These Catholics of Jewish lineage were referred to as
conversos, confesos, or cristianos nuevos (New Christians). They are concise and reasonably
appropriate terms for Jews who had undergone baptism. After 1492, no Jew on Spanish soil
was to be converted, for he or she had been expelled from Spain. If they were caught practicing
Judaism, they could be killed. But to born Catholics, these crypto-Jews, or New Christians, were
“insincere.” “The awareness that New Christians had only recently worshipped in synagogues
and continued to fraternize with their Jewish friends and relatives aroused uneasiness about
their place in Spanish society,” Bodian points out in Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation:
Conversos and Community in Early Modern Amsterdam. “Judaizers commonly tried to observe
the sabbaths, holidays, and fasts; refrained from eating pork; recited Jewish prayers; and
initiated their children, when they felt it was safe, into Jewish beliefs and practices.” In Brazil, for
instance, these anusim were wealthy and maintained a higher social status. They controlled a
great part of the commerce; some even became governors or military leaders, according to
Novinsky. In Bahia, nearly all the doctors were New Christians. These secret Jews were in touch
with their converso relatives scattered around the globe.By the 17th century, Portuguese New
Christians became the key agents in a world commercial chain. So, crypto-Jews kept coming to
Brazil. They were not frightened by the prohibitions, as the vast lands made it difficult to patrol,
according to Metz.But the dispatches of Inquisition visitors to Brazil in 1591 and 1618 upset
Brazilian Jews and many began to move to Argentina and Peru. Records of the Inquisition’s
visitation to Brazil in 1618-19 show that many Brazilian conversos were Judaizing and were in
touch with openly professing Jews of Amsterdam.The InquisitionThe Inquisition was set up in
Portugal in 1536. Significantly, prisoners from Brazil were tried in Portugal, the far-off
motherland. A tribunal in Portuguese Brazil never existed, according to Seymour B. Liebman in
his book New World Jewry, 1493-1825: Requiem for the Forgotten.The Inquisition in Brazil paled
in comparison to the reign of terror inflicted on anusim in Mexico and Peru. There were fewer



arrests, according to Sachar, and even fewer convictions.Novinsky points out that from the last
decade of the 16th century through the first half of the 17th, hundreds of New Christians were
accused of Judaism. The investigators held hearings based on denunciations, and the
suspected were arrested and dispatched to Portugal to stand trial and most likely face the
flames of the auto-da-fé.But the stream of history often changes course. For a quarter of a
century, the secret Jews were able to come out in the open. They were able to do this after the
Dutch gained a foothold in 1630 in northern Brazil. The quarter of a century that the Dutch would
occupy this section was “the only period in the whole of colonial history in which the Jews could
practice their religion and customs freely,” writes Novinsky.The Dutch West India Company
recruited Jews to go to their newly acquired lands in Brazil. So, Jews settled in and around the
port city of Recife. During this period, there were about 1,500 Jews in Dutch Brazil, the large
majority of them former crypto-Jews who now openly embraced Judaism. Novinsky says that in
this Dutch territory, in a white civil population of 2,889, there was a total of 1,450 Jews, about
half the white population.The late Jewish historian Salo Baron wrote, “While the Dutch were in
Brazil, there was little incentive for the Jews to leave because they had more religious freedom
than any other Jewish community in the world except Amsterdam. . . . Still we must remember
that there were New Christians in other parts of Brazil which had not been controlled by the
Dutch, including Bahia, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo where Jews could not pray in
freedom.”There was hardly a Jewish person in the Netherlands who did not have a brother,
cousin, son, son-in-law, or at least business partner in Brazil.Dutch SurrenderThe free life under
the Dutch did not last long. Brazil, including Recife, surrendered to the Portuguese in 1654. Dire
economic conditions, drought, the inability of the Dutch West India Company to send in soldiers
and military material, and the Catholic desire to rid themselves of the Protestant yoke as well as
their hatred of the Jews all caused the Dutch defeat.When the Portuguese overwhelmed the
Dutch in Recife in 1654, Jews had the right to remain for three months after the surrender,
unmolested, and then could leave unharmed. Gen. Francisco Barreto, who negotiated the terms
of surrender, must have been impressed by the Dutch insistence on the protection of their
Jewish citizens. He stuck to his bargain.The West Indies became a port of call for the ousted
Jews: Martinique, Guadeloupe, Santo Domingo, Haiti. French Jews were supposedly banned
from these islands, but often no one paid attention. Barbados and Jamaica were “havens of
choice” for the Recife fugitives.Following 1654, few conversos remained in Brazil. About 25 were
sent to Portugal for trial between 1650 and 1700. Persecutions and extraditions continued even
into the 1700s. Hundreds of Brazilian New Christians were among the victims of the autos-da-fé
of 1709, 1711, and 1713, according to Metz. The most widely known converso and martyr of the
Inquisition in Brazil was Antonio Jose da Silva, an accomplished poet and playwright also known
as “o Judeu” (1705-39).Marquis de Pombal, who ruled Portugal as prime minister from 1751 to
1777, tried to make sure that Jews were safe. He whittled away the power of the Holy Office. On
May 25, 1773, a royal decree issued in Portugal voided all laws that violated the rights of New
Christians. Since the ruling pertained to all Portuguese territories, the conversos of Brazil, after



this date, were safe from further Inquisitional persecutions. Ironically, the conversos gave up
Judaism and became practicing Catholics.But gold and diamonds were on the horizon. The
discovery of gold in Minas Gerais at the end of the 17th century soon would increase the
importance of Brazil, especially Rio de Janeiro. It set off a gold rush. The search for that valuable
mineral led to the discovery of diamonds in the early 18th century in Minas Gerais, Bahia, and
Mato Grosso, and that meant a wave of new Jewish immigrants.The 19th-Century
NewcomersThere is no doubt that a large number of Portuguese Jews “escaped persecution,
but are lost to historians,” says Novinsky.Modern Jewish immigration to Brazil began in 1808.
The country’s independence in 1822 ended official persecution of Jews, even though the
Catholic Church remained the established church there. Moroccan Jews began to arrive.Jews
would become itinerant peddlers and artisans. Eventually, they became manufacturers and
industrial pioneers in textiles, ready-made clothes, and furniture. Later they would move into
construction.Brazilian independence came rapidly and almost bloodlessly, points out author
Felipe Fernandez-Armesto. The country had not engaged in fierce fighting and it espoused
religious tolerance. The first practicing Jews arrived in a country that had not undergone severe
fighting to achieve liberty. No trauma of revolution existed here such as that of most of the
Spanish colonies in Latin America, which were forced to wage war for their independence.In
1846, Moroccan Jews went up the Ebook Tops River to Manaus. Driven by visions of wealth,
they moved up into the Peruvian Ebook Topsas region and to the city of Iquitos, in Peru. Today
we know about the descendants of those pioneers. We call them “Iquitos Jews” and we will visit
with them in our chapter on Peru.At the end of the 19th century, Brazil’s Jewish population was
small—officially consisting of only 300 persons. Two synagogues were functioning in Rio de
Janeiro. Many Jews came from Alsace-Lorraine.A group of Jewish immigrants founded towns in
the state of Sao Paulo. From the 1850s onward, Jews were proprietors of coffee plantations.
They were in the gem business. They were importers of pharmaceuticals, domestic articles, and
luxury goods.Jewish agricultural colonies, which were extensive in Argentina, extended to parts
of Brazil. In 1901, the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA) began to look into expansion into
Brazil and the state of Rio Grande do Sul, because of its proximity to Argentine colonies. The
state wanted new immigrants and was tolerant in matters of religion, according to Jeffrey Lesser,
historian and author of Welcoming the Undesirables: Brazil and the Jewish Question. The
venture failed because of lack of agricultural experience among the participants and stringent
ICA rules that offered few incentives. Two settlements were established but never
consolidated.By the end of World War I, Rio de Janeiro’s Jewish population grew to 2,000
citizens. The great wave of Jewish immigration, however, occurred after that war. The
newcomers realized they would have to establish institutions that would keep their community
alive. Slowly, these penniless immigrants began to set up a house of worship, then a school,
then a library. Today, Reform and Conservative synagogues, Sephardic and Ashkenazic
Orthodox synagogues, including Lubavitch, exist side by side in Brazil.Since the U.S. and
Canada were not open to immigration after WWI, Jews began to immigrate to Brazil in large



numbers, according to Lesser. In the 1920s and into the 1930s, about 30,000 Jews arrived; most
were from Eastern Europe, he says. Some Jews came illegally and others did not state their
religion.Until 1922, Jewish immigration into Brazil was on an individual basis. Then JDC, HIAS,
and other groups began helping Jews from Poland, Ukraine, Bessarabia, and Lithuania settle
into their new country. By 1933, with the beginning of German-Jewish immigration, there were
40,000 Jews in the country. About 27,500 entered Brazil—legally or illegally—between 1931 and
1942. Brazil became the third most important “receiving country” in the Americas after the U.S.
and Argentina, according to Lesser.Peddlers and ProstitutesAbout 35 percent of the Jews
arriving in Brazil had no profession or salable skills and thus entered the life of the clientelchik,
Brazilian Yiddish for peddler. The Brazilian Portuguese equivalent term was mascate, an
occupation that did not demand a large initial capital investment. Peddling “was a prototype of
Jewish economic integration in Brazil. Jewish store or factory owners would sell piece goods or
house-wares on credit to the newcomers. Jews found it lucrative, as Brazil was fertile ground for
peddling,” says Lesser. Jewish clinetelchiks often purchased goods wholesale from Syrian and
Lebanese peddlers who had become wholesalers.There was a small but visible number of
Jewish pimps and prostitutes in most large cities. Jewish prostitution was associated with
Argentina and more specifically with Buenos Aires, because the trade was legalized there in
1875. Foreign prostitution was introduced on a large scale to Brazil only at the end of the 19th
century. But the Jewish community here vociferously took part in the antiprostitution movement,
says Lesser. The number of immigrant Jewish prostitutes in Brazil was relatively small, probably
less than 750.Brazilian Jewry created an extensive network of communal, social, economic, and
political institutions, such as synagogues, relief agencies, libraries, old-age homes, burial
societies, and restaurants. Immigration brought a flourishing Yiddish press.In the 1920s, Brazil’s
image improved. The country was a convenient way station out of Eastern Europe, and its strong
economy was attractive. As Jews prospered there, Lesser says, they sent a new message back
home: “Brazil was no longer the fun di mahlpes (land of the monkeys) but a land of prosperity
and little religious conflict.” But problems loomed in the 1930s. Brazilian political leaders and
intellectuals began asking why Jews were arriving. Brazilians had not realized that Jews were
entering in such numbers, wrote Lesser.There were economic difficulties in the decades after
World War I. Immigrants were blamed for many of Brazil’s ills. They were competitors for
education, jobs, and social rank.Pres. Getulio Vargas came to power after a coup and in 1930 he
consolidated his power. Brazil embarked on a new economic path whose goal was
industrialization and urbanization. His appointment was a watershed in Brazilian political history.
But he had a strong attitude toward immigration. He got tough with Jews.German Jews—fleeing
the Nazis—began arriving in Brazil in the 1930s. About 27,500 entered between 1931 and 1942,
by legal and illegal methods.In 1937, President Vargas suspended basic freedoms and made
himself Brazilian dictator. On August 20, 1938, all Jews with expired tourist visas were given
permanent status, except white slavers, narcotics peddlers, and professional gamblers.In 1942,
a group of Jews presented funds for five military training planes to President Vargas “as a



gesture of solidarity in the war,” according to Lesser. A few days later, a fast day was observed to
protest Nazi murders in the concentration camps. Many young Jews joined the Brazilian armed
forces. Others contributed money to Brazilian relief groups, according to Lesser.Between 1942
and 1945, 235 Jews legally entered Brazil as immigrants. In 1945, Vargas was deposed by
military leaders and a democratic government was reestablished. In 1946, a total of 1,486 Jews
entered Brazil, a number that doubled the following year.In 1950, Vargas became president in
free elections. But four years later, Vargas was deposed by a military coup and committed
suicide in the presidential palace. In 1964, military dictatorship was established.Brazil has
generally been ruled by military men and civilian members of the educated elite, usually from its
more prosperous southern states. The country lived under a military dictatorship from 1964 to
1985. Brazil’s military regime was not as brutal as those of Chile or Argentina. But at its height
around the late 1960s, the use of torture was widespread. The military benefited in the late
1960s and 1970s when the Brazilian economy was growing more than 10 percent every year.
But uncoordinated growth spawned corruption and inflation. By the 1980s, Brazil had
descended into economic chaos. Fernando Henrique Cardoso, a former finance minister,
grabbed hold of the economy and his tight financial controls met with success until 1997, when
Brazil was hit by economic turbulence spreading from the Far East. When Cardoso left office on
January 1, 2003, it marked the first time in more than 40 years here that one elected civilian
president has handed over power to another. In a country ruled by a military dictatorship from
1964 to 1985, and often afflicted with economic crises, the election resulted in the victory of Luiz
Inacio (“Lula”) da Silva of the leftist Worker’s Party.Notable Brazilian JewsBento Teixeira, also
known as Bento Teixeira Pinto, was a New Christian who wrote the “Prosopopeia,” the first
Brazilian poem. The poem was dedicated to Capt. Jorge de Albuquerque Coelho, the governor
of the captaincy of Pernambuco. The poet was denounced and arrested as a Judaizer and died
in prison.Bento Seixas was a descendant of the bandeirantes, those flag-bearing pioneers who
joined the armed expeditions to the interior of Brazil in search of Indian slaves, gold, and
emeralds.Ambroso Fernandes Brandao was author of Dialoges das Grandezas do Brazil, an
early economic history. Brandao, who was commander of an expedition against the French and
the Indians in Paraiba, “was never troubled by the Inquisition,” according to Novinsky.Moacyr
Scliar, pronounced “Mwa-seer Skleer,” wrote The Centaur in the Garden. Stavans calls him the
“Brazilian Jewish Master.” He was born in 1937 in Porto Alegre. His most famous book is The
Strange Nation of Rafael Mendes, about a converso discovering that both the prophet Jonah
and the philosopher Maimonides are among his ancestors. He immediately takes it as his duty
to continue the tradition of wisdom, excellence, and ethics, according to Stavans. Other books
Scliar wrote are The One-Man Army and The Gods of Raquel.Zevi Guivelder has written about
the Holocaust and its consequences. Israel Klabin was elected mayor of Rio de Janeiro.
Mauricio Klabin built an empire of industrial, commercial, agricultural, and real-estate interests.
Wolf Klabin built an empire with “Klabin do Parana,” manufacturers of cellulose and paper.
Mauricio Klabin’s daughter, Mina, married the architect Gregori Warchavchik, whose partner,



Lucio Costa, worked with Oscar Niemeyer in the building of the new capital of Brasilia.Much of
the modern architecture in Brazil can be attributed to Jewish architects and builders.
Warchavchik built what was said to be the first modern house in the country in San Paulo in
1930. Rino Levi built American-style skyscrapers and Henrique Mindlin changed the skyline of
Rio de Janeiro, according to Dr. Avi Beker.Moshe Elkhanan Lafer, born in 1885 in Lithuania, fled
that country at age 25 and arrived in Sao Paulo. There, he started as a worker in a print shop
owned by Mauricio Klabin. Celso Lafer became foreign-affairs minister under Collor de Mello in
1991.Adolpho Bloch, who arrived in Brazil from Kiev in 1932, was the owner of Manchete, one of
the most influential daily newspapers in Brazil, as well as 25 magazines, six radio stations, and a
television network. The word around Rio was that when this communications magnate called the
president of the republic, the president picked up the phone.Horacio Lafer was elected to
Parliament three times, was finance minister under Pres. Getulio Vargas, and then was foreign-
affairs minister under Pres. Juscelino Kubitschek. Walter Feldman served as president of the
Legislative Assembly of the state of Sao Paulo.Jaime Lerner beat back anti-Semitism and was
elected governor of the state of Parana. The 1988 presidential elections saw Brazil’s most
famous television personality, Senor Abravanel, enter the race. Known by his stage name, Silvio
Santos, he was the son of Sephardic Jews from Greece.Joseph and Moise Safra were
philanthropists who aided Jewish institutions throughout Latin America. Edmundo Safdie’s
investments were valued at $3.5 billion in 1991. Safdie was a member of the board of Bar Ilan
University and is said to donate 10 percent of his accumulated profits each year to Jewish
communities around the world.Jewish BrazilBy right, some say, the designation of “mother
country” of Jewish communities in the Western Hemisphere belongs to Brazil and not Curacao.
Brazil certainly was the first settlement, and Recife was truly the first synagogue in the Americas.
But as we have seen, the Portuguese reconquered the country and the Jews fled rather than live
under tyranny and face the Inquisition.So Brazil was the first openly professing Jewish
community in the New World, according to Liebman. Immigrants from northeastern Brazil were
among the founders of the Curacao Jewish community, which aided other Jewish groups
throughout the Western Hemisphere.Like their North American counterparts, 10 hours away by
jet, Brazilian Jews are part of the tempo that make up Brazil, a hyper-tempo found in cities like
Sao Paulo—even faster than that of New York City. Jews work in Brazilian cities that buzz with
the sounds of steel mills and auto assembly lines. Fourth-and fifth-generation Jews of Sephardic
descent manage factories and hydroelectric dams that power industry in Manaus, capital of the
state of Ebook Topsas and located 900 miles above the mouth of the Ebook Tops in the heart of
the jungle. Jews trade in Salvador, the exotic capital of Bahia and one of the continent’s oldest
cities. In Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo, the large urban centers of this vast nation, Jews are
helping to build the new Brazil, which despite present economic difficulties still could be a
superpower in the future.Jews are now physicians, lawyers, engineers, architects, and army
officers, active in public and political life. They move freely in all walks of life, in culture as well as
commerce, industry, government, real estate, construction, tourism, and the mining of precious



gems.Jews do well in Brazil. They prosper. They are, after all, part of the upper middle class.
Jews belong to the economic aristocracy of the country. They have prominent positions in
Congress and state legislative bodies. Jews have held the rank of general in the Brazilian armed
forces. “Jewish wealth is disproportionate to Jewish numbers,” says Henry I. Sobel, senior rabbi
of Congregacao Israelita Paulista in Sao Paulo.At least since the 1970s, the Brazilian Jewish
community has been completely pro-Israel, but not as strongly Zionist as the Argentines, for
example, said Nestor Kirtchuk, former Sao Paulo emissary of the Jewish Agency. Brazilian Jews,
like North American Jews, feel more rooted to their country of birth than other Jewish groups in
Latin America.The presence of prominent Jewish intellectuals, business tycoons, bankers, and
politicians in Brazilian life mirrors Jewish integration within society. “We are indeed a very visible
and vocal community,” says Sobel. Although most European Jews emigrated here without
financial resources and under generally precarious conditions, within two generations, not only
did they manage to acquire positions of wealth and prestige, but they also succeeded in
integrating within the cultural and political elites of the country. As author Henrique Rattner says,
“Brazil Jews have situated themselves in the upper ranks of society in terms of income per
capita, educational achievements, life-style and political identification.”Brazilian Jews worry
about intermarriage, assimilation, continuity, and the future of the Jewish community. Brazilian
Jewry is not alone in lack of affiliation to the Jewish community, notes Stavans, but intermarriage
is higher in Brazil than among U.S. Jews—estimated to range from 30 to 80 percent, with the
lower number probably referring to affiliated Jews. There is no question that the country’s Jews
are growing further and further away from their roots. Brazil quickly integrates various
groups.During the military junta’s rule in Brazil in the 1970s, Jews kept their distance from the
political system and social-justice movements. The right-wing government saw any activity for
“human rights” as “subversive.” That is why a significant segment of Jews in Brazil preferred to
keep a low profile and not make waves. Sobel was not quiet. He was in the vanguard of the
human-rights movement during the darkest years of repression.By the late 1970s a Brazilian
social scientist concluded that the majority of Brazilian Jews belong to the elite 5 percent of the
population who determine the economic and political contours of the nation, said Judith Laikin
Elkin.For those Jews who want to get involved, politics is no longer taboo. Jews are no longer
afraid to participate in national politics. They are active in all political parties, running the gamut
from left to right, and they occupy important positions in federal, state, and municipal
bodies.Still, Sobel explains their political activism is not high. And Lesser says, “The Brazilian
military’s foreign policy . . . made many Jews uncomfortable. In 1975, Brazil voted in favor of the
United Nations resolution equating Zionism with racism and soon afterward the military decided
to base its foreign policy on a ‘responsible pragmatism’ that included a heavy dose of pro-Arab
rhetoric.”Despite all this, a new phenomenon occurred: the courting of the Jewish vote.
Candidates ask individual Jews to organize meetings. They come to synagogues on Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. They don skull caps, all in the hope of “winning the Jewish
vote.”Sobel claims there is no Jewish vote as such. The Jewish community does not vote



monolithically, he says. He believes there are Jewish communists, Jewish liberals, Jewish
conservatives, and Jewish reactionaries. “And I think it is safe to say, that unless a candidate
goes specifically against the Jews, which is very rare, Jews in Brazil vote independently of their
Jewishness,” he declares.The Jewish population numbers 75,000 to 80,000 in Sao Paulo,
30,000 to 40,000 in Rio, and 12,500 in Porto Alegre. The breakdown by state is: Sao Paulo,
15,000 families; Rio de Janeiro, 6,300; Rio Grande do Sul, 2,000; Parana, 700; Para, 400;
Pernambuco, 350; Bahia, 250; Minas Gerais, 200; Ebook Topsas, 150; Santa Catarina, 125;
Brasilia, 50; Rio Grande do Norte, 30; and Ceara, 30. But for many it was a struggle to enter
Brazil.In 1935, Brazilian president Getulio Vargas and his policymakers wanted to stop the entry
of Jewish refugees, writes Lesser. Brazil’s Ministry of Foreign Relations (known as Itamaraty)
issued a secret circular that banned the granting of visas to all persons of “Semitic origin.” In
1938, the Hotel Royal in Evian-les-Bains, France, was the scene of a nine-day meeting involving
32 nations, including Brazil. Beginning on July 6, the meeting examined the possibility of mass
resettlement of refugees from Germany and Austria. Few were willing to expand their quotas to
allow the resettlement of the primarily Jewish refugees, wrote Lesser. Almost all the Latin
American delegates at Evian opposed the acceptance of non-Aryan refugees, giving credence
to the saying that there were two kinds of countries in the world, the kind where Jews could leave
and the kind where Jews could not enter.In 1938 only 500 Jews immigrated legally to Brazil, the
lowest number in years, according to Lesser. But in 1939, in spite of secret orders restricting
Jewish immigration, more Jews entered Brazil than at any time in the previous ten years, he
adds. In Brazil, as in the U.S., Argentina, and Palestine, 1939 represented the high-water mark
for the entry of Jews; the number dwindled through the end of 1944. After 1939, the numbers
dropped significantly, as it was extremely difficult to get out of Nazi-occupied Eastern Europe.In
late 1941, the SS Cabo de Hornos arrived in Rio de Janeiro harbor, carrying about 95 Jewish
refugees who were mostly from Poland and Czechoslovakia. While waiting in Cadiz, the
refugees had realized that the entry visas to Brazil, issued in 1940 by Brazil’s ambassador to
Vichy France, Luis Martins de Souza Dantas, were about to expire. The latter told the consul in
Cadiz to renew the expired visas. But no official would do it. That did not stop Souza Dantas,
however, one of the few Brazilian diplomats who tied to help Jewish refugees. The group on the
Cabo de Hornos therefore sailed for Rio believing they would have little trouble leaving the ship,
according to Lesser.But they were refused entry in Rio on October 16, 1941. The vessel
proceeded to Buenos Aires, where entry also would be denied because the passengers did not
have visas. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee contacted John Simmons, U.S.
embassy counselor in Rio de Janeiro. Simmons, along with diplomats from France and Italy,
began to pressure Brazil to allow the group to enter Brazil. The Spanish government begged
President Vargas to authorize the visas.Brazil only had to issue the transit visas and all the
refugees could have disembarked when the boat stopped in Rio on its way back to Europe. Early
on the morning of November 7, the Cabo de Hornos arrived. Despite a plea by U.S.
congressman Sol Bloom to Brazilian ambassador Carlos Martins Pereira e Souza, President



Vargas again refused entry, citing Brazilian law and telling U.S. officials that “the Brazilian
Foreign Office was not responsible for visas issued against their orders.”Ten days later the Dutch
colony of Curacao accepted the refugees, pending their transfer elsewhere. Their lives, “unlike
so many others, were saved,” notes Lesser. Brazil always claimed the refusal was based on
published law and was not related to anti-Semitism.Before World War II, many Germans settled
in Brazil. When Nazism emerged, many ethnic Germans acclaimed the new philosophy and
spread anti-Jewish feeling among the people. In the middle of 1942, before Brazil entered the
war to fight against the Germans, the Brazilian security police often discovered Nazi spy
rings.Stefan Zweig, the great Jewish writer and novelist, wrote a brochure titled “Brazil, Land of
the Future,” according to Lesser. Zweig had received a lifelong visa from Brazil, and that kind act
may well have influenced his decision to write the “propagandistic brochure.” Zweig committed
suicide in Brazil in 1942 to call attention to the Holocaust.Brazil absorbed a relatively large
number of Jewish families from North Africa since the 1950s. The liberal immigration policy of
Pres. Juscelino Kubitschek, continued by subsequent administrations, allowed for about 1,000
Jewish families from Morocco to enter between 1955 and 1957. Following the Suez crisis and
the rise of Arab nationalism in the 1950s, about 5,000 Jews from Egypt and other Arab countries
immigrated to Brazil. Most of them were Sephardim and at first they had little contact with the
Ashkenazic community. This quickly changed as Sephardim married Ashkenazim, and
significantly, former German congregations in Rio and Sao Paulo have elected Sephardic
presidents.While Zionism never took the spotlight that it did in other communities in Latin
America, 6,268 Brazilian Jews made aliyah between 1948 and 1977. Kibbutz Bror Chail in Israel
is called the “Brazilian Kibbutz,” according to Lesser. Between 1977 and 1982, the aliyah rate
doubled. Now there are about 109,865 Jews of Latin American origin living in Israel.Regarding
Israel, Oswaldo Aranha, the influential former Brazilian foreign minister, former ambassador to
the UN, and former president of the UN’s General Assembly, and the Brazilian UN
representative, Joao Carlos Munis, supported the resolution calling for partition of Palestine into
separate Jewish and Arab states. Both diplomats were considered friends of Israel. In Tel Aviv, a
street was named after Aranha.Anti-SemitismA woman in a Hadassah chapter once told this
writer that she grew up in Rio and never told anybody her family was Jewish. Brazilians like to
say that anti-Semitism is not a problem, but they admit it does exist. “The integration of Jews into
Brazil’s political and economic system has not diminished the fear of anti-Semitism,” comments
Lesser.There are overt manifestations of anti-Semitism, but these are “only sporadic,” says
Sobel. The rabbi declares, “Anti-Semitism is not as serious a problem as it is in some other parts
of the world. One thing going against hatred is that Brazilians themselves are a product of a
multiracial society where differences are in the air they breathe, and their next-door neighbors
are frequently immigrants from distant lands, preserving their own culture and traditions.”The
return to democracy after the military junta, however, has also led to a limited rise in anti-
Semitism among some members of the urban middle class. “No one supports the position of
Israel,” said Yoel Schwartz, a Jewish Agency emissary stationed in Brazil. “Everything is seen



here through the prism of relations with the United States, and Israel is seen as an American
satellite.”Ironically, peace and happiness also bring a danger. For with the busy, yet tranquil, hum
of a modern nation at play and work comes assimilation. As Sobel says, in such a society, where
Jews are fully identified and well integrated in a dominant power structure, it is certainly more
difficult to be essentially concerned with what it means to be a Jew. The most serious threat
facing the Jewish community is “the danger of inner erosion and assimilation,” he says.The
author asked Sobel if there would be a Jewish community in Brazil in 25 years, and he said yes,
and that there were two trends in Brazil today: There is a small but significant core of Brazilian
Jews who are becoming more religious, more aware of their Jewishness, a core that spans the
entire spectrum of Jewish movements: Liberal and Orthodox, Reform and Chabad. At the
periphery, however, an equally significant number of Jews are abandoning their religion, leaving
themselves and their children without Jewish identity and with little hope of return.He predicts
that the Jewish community in Brazil will not only survive but will undergo “a surprising
renaissance.” One thing is for sure: Chabad is everywhere. They have grown and are in every
major city in Brazil and even in the hinterland. Peter Ludwig, of Rockland County, New York, tells
a story of going fishing on the Parana River for the famous piranha fish, near Iguacu Falls on the
point where Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay meet. (Niagara Falls is a drop in the ocean
compared to these falls, a Brazilian declared.) On the way to the boat docked in the river, his
party drove through deep underbrush and over a dusty road, and “right there, up ahead of us, in
all its ready-to-read Hebrew, was the word Chabad,” declares Ludwig.Some, like Stavans, find
Brazil’s Jewish community astonishingly complex, “the layers in the country defined by class,
idiosyncrasy and religious affiliation.” Not all is riches, of course. Traditionally, Jews belong to the
middle class. However, nowadays, many become either under- or unemployed. Our task is to
invite them to belong to the synagogue, regardless of their means, and help them face their
economic problems as well. To achieve that goal, “we have a strong social action committee,”
says Rabbi Sergio Marguiles of Temple A.R.I., the Reform congregation of Rio de Janeiro. E-
mail him at marguiles@arirj.com.br.Jewish Rio de JaneiroWant to see the most beautiful city in
the world?Fly down to Rio de Janeiro, take a taxi over to the foot of the cable-car station in
Copacabana, ride up a cable car to the top of Sugar Loaf peak, and just open your eyes to the
tantalizing view of the ocean, the vista of the most beautiful beaches in the world, and the sight
of the lush verdant hills.Beautiful Sugar Loaf Mountain. For a view of what many believe is the
most beautiful city in the world, head for the top of the mountain in Rio de Janeiro. (Photo by Ben
G. Frank)It’s as if a whole city was created for the concept of informality and having fun.Rio is the
Cidade Maravilhosa, the “Marvelous City.” They say once you’ve seen Rio de Janeiro and its
Jewish community, you will decide the 5,000-mile, 10-hour flight is worth it. If Brazil is the suburb
of the world, Rio is its playground.No wonder people flock to Rio, replete with flowers, fruits, and
jewels. It is a city squeezed between mountains and sea. Day or night, it is one of the most
beautiful sights in the world. Rio de Janeiro was carved out of rainforest-covered mountains
surrounding the bay, leaving Sugar Loaf Mountain to tower above it. This mountain was named



after the conical loaves of refined sugar once produced on the Portuguese island of Madeira.
Sugar Loaf peak guards the entrance to the immense natural harbor of Guanabara Bay and the
smaller yacht-flecked inlet of Botafogo Bay.Avenida Atlantica, with its white, shiny hotels and
apartment buildings on one side and the beach and the blue Atlantic on the other, is the most
attractive street in the world.Yes, it’s all here.Rio de Janeiro, the “River of January,” is a must-see
destination. The tourist discovers a perfect combination of beautiful beaches and large
cosmopolitan city. The beauty of nature is all around you: the climate, the sun, and the beach,
especially Copacabana, Rio’s best-known stretch of beachfront. Behind you are the lush
mountains. Douglas Botting, author of Rio de Janeiro, calls it “a beach resort open all the year
round.” He adds that it thrives on “a mixture of work and pleasure.” Like the locals, the traveler
can indulge him- or herself in this narcissism of surrounding beauty, this land of irrepressible
soccer, this land of spectacular carnivals with its seductive samba and the loud but moving café
music with a touch of voodoo in it.This city of bays and peaks has everything. A list of activities
and places clouds the mind: a Municipal Theatre that is a copy of the Paris Opera House;
Botanical Gardens; National Library; Museum of Fine Arts; War Memorial; Yacht Club; Museum
and Headquarters of H. Stern’s Jewels and Precious Stones; serene, blue Guanabara Bay;
“Pretty Stone Peak” from which hang-gliders are pushed off to land on sandy beaches below;
and, of course, 100,000-seat Maracana Stadium, where played out before one’s very eyes is the
Brazilian madness for what we Americans call soccer. They still love former soccer star Pele,
who is one of the greatest “futebol” players in the world, and though he no longer plays, his spirit
lives on, as witnessed by Brazil in 2002 clinching a historic fifth World Cup victory. Everyone has
a soccer team. You want to be there when frenzied fans fill Maracana Stadium during a match
between Botafogo and Flamengo.If you wake up early one morning with your eyelids barely
open, walk out onto your Copacabana balcony in Rio and slowly focus on the tantalizing view of
the ocean. Copacabana, Ipanema, and Sugar Loaf unfold before you. Yes, you can look out and
see still-unpolluted, clear, blue Atlantic coast and turn around and look at the beautiful lush,
green hills. Everything is blue and green; it all reminds you of Cezanne.Go out and walk along
the beach, which by eight o’clock in the morning, especially on weekends, is about full. If it is
crowded, don’t worry. There is plenty of beach space, as the city takes care of about 50 miles of
sandy beach. There are 16 other beaches in the city.Copacabana, still the most beautiful beach
in the world, stretches for two miles and is lined with mosaic sidewalks, outdoor cafes, and high-
rise hotels. Rising up behind the beach for a mile inland are apartment buildings. In this district,
there are more people per square inch than any other place on earth.As you walk along Avenida
Atlantica in Copacabana, you can admire the famous Copacabana Palace, the luxury hotel
where Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire made the film Flying Down to Rio.Have a cup of Brazilian
coffee. It’s strong; for sure it will wake you up. Eat a breakfast of fruit. Know that you are in the
most beautiful city in the world.Rio de Janeiro is not considered a historic, spiritual, intellectual,
commercial, or political or even a capital city anymore, though it has some of those qualities. As
the second-largest city in Brazil (only Sao Paulo has more people), it is a “sensual city.” It is a city



of the musician, the singer: Heitor Villa-Lobos, Sergio Mendes, Carmen Miranda.Prof. Robert V.
Levine, a social psychologist at California State University, found that in Rio de Janeiro “a
leisurely gait and simpatico personality are ways of life.” Sensual? For sure. Ask the Cariocas, as
natives of Rio are called. Just hum its most famous seductive song: the “Garota de Ipanema,”
“Girl from Ipanema.” The melody is seductive, its syncopation, its mood. “Olha que coisa mais
linda. Mais chela de graca. . . . Tall and tan and young and lovely, the girl from Ipanema goes
walking. And when she passes, each one she passes goes, ‘A-a-h!’”Many like to fly down to Rio
in February or March, when leisure and fun are at their height. Carnival in February is one of the
greatest popular shows in the world. Millions watch the parade on TV and then head out to balls
and street parties. Lucky are those who can get tickets to the scene of the action, the
Sambodromo, which resembles a huge stadium several city blocks long where thousands watch
the “Carnival parade,” including parades of the rival samba schools. There is whirling dancing
through the streets, singing, fantastic costumes, block parties, receptions, and grand parties.
The revues go on to the early hours of the morning.Until 1960, the city served as capital of the
largest country in Latin America with its 175 million persons, bigger than the continental U.S. In
1960, Brasilia was hewed out of forests as the national government headquarters. But even to
this day, the civil servants head to Rio on the weekends, for the city on the Atlantic remains the
scene of the greatest people watching in the world.This is not a small city. It actually occupies
485 square miles, roughly the size of Dallas and Philadelphia combined. Rio has a population of
7.5 million, about 14 million in Greater Rio. Brazil is a good tourist buy, especially if one has
dollars. You can eat splendidly and amply for a few greenbacks, and it should be cheaper now
for the tourist in a country that has faced financial panic. Hotel prices—the budget eater of any
vacation—are now reasonable here.SAFETY TIPSBefore we enter Rio de Janeiro, let us
remember some safety tips, not only for Rio or Brazil but every city in South America—every city
in the world, for that matter.Brazil, like many spots in the world, does have incidents of violent
crime. Both Rio and Sao Paulo have been scenes of kidnappings and murders. More than 300
people were reported kidnapped in Sao Paulo in 2001.Always be “streetwise” and alert while on
the beaches and streets. Never take valuables to the beach. Leave flashy jewelry, large amounts
of cash, passports, and traveler’s checks locked in a hotel safe. This applies to dusk and evening
hours. Carry a minimum of money when you walk. A money belt secured under one’s clothing is
the best form of protection. Otherwise, carry cash in a front pocket or handbag, tightly held over
the shoulder.Summer is very hot in Brazil, so wear light and informal clothes. And use lots of
sunscreen. While the drinking water is filtered and treated, bottled water is recommended.Many
will try and approach you to buy diamonds and stones. Two reputable dealers are H. Stern, 207
rua Visconde de Piraja, Ipanema, or Amsterdam Sauer, Shopping Cassino Atlantico, store 125
e, Copacabana. Both have branches all over the city.Lest we forget, Brazil has retaliated against
the U.S. security measures of fingerprinting visitors, including those of Brazil. Now Brazil
fingerprints tourists from the U.S. Make sure you obtain a visa to Brazil before departing from the
U.S.CARIOCASJews in Rio also have that Carioca spirit, a spirit that conveys a sense of humor,



cheerfulness, hospitality, and music. The Cariocas enjoy life. They take every opportunity to
“break into celebration.”How did the name “Carioca” come into being? Back in 1503, the very
first Portuguese building, a stone house, was built along the bank of a small river that flowed
through what is now the Rio district of Flamengo. There, the Portuguese drew their water. The
locals gave their building a name, Carioca, or “House of the White Man.” The name was
subsequently applied to the river and eventually to the people of the metropolis of Rio de
Janeiro. The Cariocas love a holiday, for their lives are shaped by the hills, the beaches, the
swirling designs of their mosaic sidewalks.Today’s Cariocas include everyone in this polyglot
nation. The Brazilian is probably the most hospitable of Latin Americans; as the saying goes, “he
carries his heart on a tray.” He rarely loses his temper. With no aggressive ambitions for himself,
he is a “kind of merry pauper,” wrote Jacob Beller. Larry Rohter, the Rio bureau chief of the New
York Times, described the Cariocas as “cordial, gregarious, impulsive, jocular, their emotions
close to the surface.”Rio gave the world samba and bossa nova and modern carnival. The
expressions “calm Brazil” and “don’t rush; take it easy; you won’t be late”are appropriate for the
mood and mentality of this city. Today, many young people congregate at the popular beach of
Barra da Tijuca, and surfers flock to Sao Conrado, farther west. Shopping is never out of sight.
Several malls draw huge crowds. The American Mall is supposed to be the largest mall in South
America. It is located in Barra da Tijuca. The Mall in Rio is good for shopping too. Shop for gems
and leather goods on Avenida Visconde de Piraja in Ipanema.At the Sunday “hippie” fair in
Ipanema’s General Osorio Square, nearly 100 stalls display Indian artifacts, costume jewelry,
lace, embroidery, paintings, and toys. On Fridays, another fair, in the downtown 15 de November
Square, offers trinkets, hammocks, and regional foods. Both markets go from 9 A.M. to 5
P.M.Stroll through this hippie market. At reasonable prices, you can pick up stone chess sets,
hats, bathing suits, or T-shirts. One of the high points in this shopping center is the booth Artes
Em Metals, run by a fine young Carioca by the name of Nilson ou Fernando. He has Jewish art.
His number is Tel: 9839-14-98. His shop is located at Atelier, rua Sao Luiz Gonzaga, 428, Casa
01, Sao Cristovao, Rio de Janeiro, RJ. Tel: 3860-2855/6.Located in Copacabana is the market
they call “Free Market, Avenida Atlantica.” Ponder the paintings, posters, T-shirts, and souvenirs.
People walk up and down admiring, gazing, bargaining, and buying. On Saturdays and Sundays,
there is a fair.HISTORY OF RIO DE JANEIRORio de Janeiro means “River of January.” Founded
in 1502, it grew from a fort established by Portuguese soldiers in what is now Guanabara Bay.
The Portuguese thought Guanabara Bay was the mouth of a large river. But they did not settle
down until they pushed out the French settlers from the area. The settlement was named Sao
Sebastiao do Rio de Janeiro, after Saint Sebastian and Dom Sebastian, king of Portugal.The
growing prosperity of the town in the 17th and early 18th centuries was followed by a rise in
political status. Northeast Brazil was no longer threatened by the Dutch. The Portuguese were
now struggling with the Spanish for the territory of what is now Uruguay on Brazil’s southern
border. Thus Rio de Janeiro was a convenient center from which to keep an eye on things. The
growing importance of the city was formally acknowledged in 1763 when Rio replaced Salvador



as the capital of Brazil.In 1808, the Portuguese court fled from the Napoleonic invasion and
established itself in Rio. On September 7, 1822, Brazil became independent. On November 15,
1889, the empire became a republic. And in 1960, the capital was moved to the new city of
Brasilia. That city may be the administrative capital, but Rio still is the alluring city, and here, the
Jews live, too.JEWISH SITES IN RIO DE JANEIROFor a special treat and great view, drive to a
delightful park right in the city known as Yitzhak Rabin Park, located near Temple A.R.I. At the
top of the winding road stands an imposing statue of Rabin, the late Israel prime minister. The
park is also known as Pasmado Park. Drive up rua General Severiano over the Pasmado Tunnel;
the park is very close to Morada do Sol.A Jewish traveler can meet his coreligionists at
Hebraica, a sports and social club located at Rua das Laranjeiras 346, Rio. Tel: 2577-4455.
Vitality can be felt at this well-equipped and congenial cultural and recreational club. It is also
open on Saturday. Hebraica offers a large swimming pool, backgammon for teenagers, a fine
library, an ulpan, an Israeli folkdance course, a Purim Ball, and a community Seder for nearly a
thousand persons.The list of engaging activities boggles the mind: theater, movies, lectures,
sauna, playground, gym, chess, judo, ballet courses, jazz, and yoga are just some of the
stimulating possibilities. A comfortably furnished suite in Hebraica houses the “Israeli Room,”
which contains Israeli artwork and portraits of Israel’s first president, Chaim Weizmann, and
prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, who was a visitor at the club. Israeli notables such as Yitzhak
Rabin, Abba Eban, Teddy Kollek, and Menachem Begin all appeared at the club.The Yitzhak
Rabin memorial monument in Pasmado Park, Rio de Janeiro. (Photo by Ben G. Frank)Hebraica
club community center, Rio de Janeiro. (Photo by Ben G. Frank)Many of the organized events of
the Jewish community take place within the seven floors of this complex. One added feature is a
buffet held on Sundays from noon to three o’clock. It is kosher style, not kosher.Barra da Tijuca
is an up-and-coming neighborhood with a wonderful beach. The Centro Cultural Esportivo
Israelita Adolpho Bloch is located at av. Prefeito Dulcidio, 5000, Barra da Tijuca,
cabloch@cabloch.com.br, .Besides the synagogues, it is not difficult to meet coreligionists.
Contact the Jewish Federation of Rio de Janeiro, known as FIERJ, which is located at Av. Nossa
Senhora de Copacabana, 680, cobertura-Copacabana, Rio de Janeiro, RJ 22050-001. Tel:
2236-4367 or 2235-4120. The president is Osias Wurman: presidentefierj@terra.com.br. FIERJ
is organized along the lines of a Jewish community council in the U.S. It coordinates the
activities of many groups, ranging from ORT to various Zionist groups to Orthodox synagogues.
It sponsors Israel Independence Day celebrations, memorial services on Yom Hashoa (Heroes
and Martyrs Remembrance Day), lectures on the Holocaust, concerts of Israeli musical artists,
and community activities.A great guide who knows the general and Jewish scene is Jerry
Sasson, who calls himself “your friend in Rio.” He conducts tours in English, French, Italian, and
Spanish. Praia de Botafogo, 96, 1807, Rio de Janeiro, RJ. Tel/Fax: 55-21-2551-8420. Cell:
55-21-9988-1632. j.sasson@ig.com.br. Another excellent guide is Efraim Schvaitzer, rua
Domingos Ferreira 95, apto 1101, Copacabana, RJ 22050-010. Tel: 2547-6327 or 2256-6273.
Cell: 9782-0708. efraimschvaitzer@uol.com.br.Museu Judaico do Rio de Janeiro occupies one



floor at rua Mexico, 90 sala, 110, Centro, Rio de Janeiro, RJ. Tel: 2240-1598 or 2524-6451. It is
open Monday through Thursday, 9 to 4. Visitors will view exhibitions of documents, photos,
videos, books, and testimonials on Jewish tradition and history in Brazil. This building was the
Grande Templo Israelita in Rio. Services are no longer conducted here. They ceased being held
when the Jews moved out of this downtown neighborhood. But it is a beautiful building and
worth seeing.Downtown Rio is something to see. It is culture and tradition, early Portuguese and
modern high-rise buildings. Here one finds business, museums, shopping, bars featuring happy
hours, and traditional samba houses. Everyone can find something in this area, always
spectacular against the backdrop of beautiful, beckoning, blue Guanabara Bay.In both Rio and
Sao Paulo, Jews and other middle- and upper-class persons live in gated communities,
surrounded by high concrete walls. Tight security dates back to the early 1990s, especially after
the AMIA Jewish center bombing in Buenos Aires.Jewish personalities honored by Rio street
names include Zionist founder Theodor Herzl, Ludwig Zamenhoff, and inventor Esperanto. Two
squares are called Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann; one public school is Estado do Israel
(State of Israel) and another Anne Frank.The Israeli consulates in Rio and Sao Paulo are closed.
The American Consulate is located at av. Presidente Wilson, 147, Centro Rio de Janeiro, RJ
20030-020. Tel: 2292-7117. Fax: 2220-0439. It is open Monday through Friday, 9 to
noon.Brazilian Military Memorial is a monument to Brazilian servicemen and women who fought
in World War II with the Allies. It is located in Flamengo Park (Aterro do Flamengo), Av. Infante
Dom Henrique, 75, Rio de Janeiro. The monument honors men and women all over the world
who stood against the common enemy, the Nazis. From time to time the Holocaust Memorial
Day has been observed here, though now it is always honored in synagogues and organizations
in Rio.SYNAGOGUES IN RIO DE JANEIROThe story goes that synagogues wage a losing
battle with the beach every Saturday morning. But on Friday night, Jewish houses of worship are
packed. There are nearly a dozen synagogues in the Rio area. Many Americans attend Temple
A.R.I. A.R.I. stands for “Associacao Religiosa Israelita do Rio de Janeiro.” The temple, founded in
1942, is located at rua General Severiano, 170, Botafogo, Rio de Janeiro, RJ. Tel: 2543-6320.
Fax: 2542-6499. Rabbi’s Tel/Fax: 2295-6499. ri.di@arirj.com.br. Friday evening services are held
at 6:45; Saturday morning services are at 9:30. Men and women pray together and women read
from the Torah. This temple maintains membership in both the Conservative and Reform
movements of Judaism in the U.S. but considers itself Liberal. The four-story A.R.I. has an organ
and choir. The temple sponsors a sisterhood and an active cultural programfor adults, youths,
and children.Temple A.R.I., Rio de Janeiro. (Photo by Riva Frank)A Sephardic synagogue is
Congregacao Religiosa Beth-El (C.I.B.), rua Barata Ribeiro, 489, right in the heart of
Copacabana. Tel: 2235-5545 or 2235-5447. Let My House Be the House of Prayer of All People,
says the inscription of Isaiah on the wall of the synagogue. This is one of the oldest
congregations in Rio and consists of many Jews from Turkey, Greece, including the island of
Rhodes. Services are held Saturday morning and holidays. The “Kabbalat Shabbat” is at 6:30 on
Friday evening. The synagogue sponsors an inspiring community Seder on the second night of



Passover.Beth El also maintains a Jewish club on the grounds. It is next to the sanctuary. The
club sponsors a Jewish deli with Jewish-style food, but it is not kosher. The club at Beth El is
known as Clube Israelita Brasileiro. Tel: 55-21-3816-8600.It is called the “Copacabana
Synagogue,” but its real name is Sinagoga Beit Yaacov. It is Orthodox and located at rua
Capelao Alvares da Silva, 15. This house of worship is within walking distance of many of the
fine hotels. One can always find a minyan here, morning and afternoon. The ritual is Ashkenazic
Orthodox. Most of the congregants are from Eastern Europe. The Shabbat morning service is
usually well attended. Beit Yaacov also contains a mikveh.Rabbi Yehoshua B. Goldman is
spiritual leader at Beit Lubavitch, rua General Venancio Flores, 221, in the Leblon section. Tel/
Fax: 2294-3138. rabino@beitlubavitch.org.br and Lubavitch.Rio@openlink.com.br, .A new
conservative congregation is at Congregacao Judaica do Brasil (C.J.B.). It is a house—a villa—
but is in the South American tradition of congregations led by graduates of the Seminario
Rabinico Latinoamericano. It is located at rua Prof. Milward, 65, Barra da Tijuca. Tel: 3399-5735.
Rabbi Nilton Bonder is the spiritual leader of the congregation, which has about 550 member
families. Rabbi Bonder was ordained by the Jewish Theological Seminary, in New York City.An
Orthodox synagogue also exists at Temple Uniao Israel, rua Jose Higino, 375, Barra da Tijuca. A
mikveh is located here.KOSHER FOOD IN RIO DE JANEIROThere is no kosher restaurant in
Rio. But kosher food is served at the Bar-Ilan School at rua Pompeu Loureiro, 48, in
Copacabana, Rio de Janeiro 22061-000. Tel: 55-21-2257-4299/1571. Especially appetizing is
the buffet served from noon to 3 every Sunday. Please make reservations. This school also has
a synagogue, but again phone for times of service.Kosher food can also be obtained at Beit
Lubavitch, rua General Venancio Flores, 221, in the Leblon section of Rio de Janeiro. Tel/Fax:
2294-3138. rabino@beitlubavitch.org.br and Lubavitch.Rio@openlink.com.br, .JEWISH
SCHOOLSThere are seven outstanding Jewish day schools in Rio de Janeiro. They all rank
academically but vary in emphasis. They all instill in the Jewish youth of Rio a firm foundation in
Judaism. Many Jewish leaders feel that the future strength of the Jewish community in Brazil lies
in these schools.The Jewish traveler to Brazil might enjoy visiting the Bar-Ilan religious day
school, rua Pompeu Loureiro, 48, in Copacabana. Tel: 2235-3110 or 2255-9315. It is composed
of a school, synagogue, several small prayer halls, club facilities for Bnei Akiva, kosher
restaurant, and even bakery making piping-hot challahs for the Sabbath. As one walks up the
main ramp in the five-story building one can almost touch what can best be described as the
“spirit” of Jewish education, culture, and religion. The teachers, parents, and volunteers all feel
they are entrusted with a mission. “We are giving Yiddishkeit,” one of the teachers told this writer.
And they are, to more than 500 students ranging in grades from kindergarten through high
school. High academic standards are maintained. On Shabbat, Bar-Ilan is the scene of a fervent
prayer service for all, adults as well as youth, including a special Sabbath meal for youth.The
Biblioteca Bialik is at rua Fernando Osorio, 16, Rio de Janeiro. Tel: 2240-6278.A. Leissin School,
rua Sorocaba, 90, Botafogo, 22270-010. Tel: 2539-6278.Max Nordau School, rua Predente de
Morais, 1172, Ipanema, 22420-042. Tel: 2523-17-43.Eliezer Steinberg School, rua das



Laranjeiras, 405, Laranjeiras, 22240-002. Tel: 2556-77-97.Ort-Technological Institute, rua Dona
Mariana, 213, Botafogo, 22280.Tel: 2539-18-42.Sao Paulo: Jewish CapitalThe first shock about
Sao Paulo is how large it is: four times the size of Paris. If Rio de Janeiro is the “Rome without
ruins,” Sao Paulo is the “Milan of Brazil,” the workhorse as compared to the playboy and playgirl
of Rio. Sao Paulo is the economic heart of Brazil. It accounts for more than one-third of the
country’s domestic product. It is the nerve center and the locomotive that pulls Brazil.Sao Paulo
rose from a small hamlet in 1654 to become South America’s largest city; 18 million people live
in this large city and about 38 million people reside in the state of Sao Paulo. A citizen of the city
is known as a “Paulista” or “Paulistano.” It has been said that every eight minutes a building goes
up in Sao Paulo, the business capital of South America.“Sao Paulo is both a state and a nation. If
Sao Paulo were independent of Brazil, its population and gross domestic product would surpass
those of Argentina and Colombia, the most populous countries and biggest economies in South
America after Brazil,” wrote Larry Rohter in The New York Times, October 20, 2002.Sao Paulo
has no beach, though. Paulistas say beautiful beaches are only an hour away. When you visit
Sao Paulo you immediately observe that Brazil is a developed, functioning country.In the last
130 years, Sao Paulo has maintained “the fastest long-term rate of big-city growth in human
experience,” said Norman Gall, executive director of the Fernand Braudel Institute of World
Economics. From 31,000 people in 1870, the city and its suburbs have mushroomed to more
than 18 million today, making greater Sao Paulo the third largest urban area in the world, after
Tokyo and Mexico City, according to United Nations statistics.Sao Paulo is a metropolis of
immigrants who came from every nation of the globe looking to better themselves. Even the
highway that runs from Sao Paulo to nearby Santos is called Imigrantes, in honor of the influx of
immigrants. The immigration flow started with the abolition of slavery in 1888, which required
new sources of labor. Paulistas boast that Sao Paulo has more people of Japanese descent than
any city outside Japan, more people of Syrian-Lebanese descent than any city outside the
Middle East, and more people of Italian descent than any city outside Italy, according to Rohter.
In this city, 60 nationalities live in peace and harmony.The people of Sao Paulo see the Cariocas
of Rio as lazy, unambitious, and unreliable, says author Douglas Botting, adding that Rio
residents see the Paulista as a neurotic materialist.The poorest people of Sao Paulo live in the
favelas, sprawling shantytowns pitched into corners of cities. Many inhabitants make do without
basic services. Unfortunately, in many cases, drug dealers rule the roost. One of the
consequences of the Third World condition of much of Brazil is that labor is cheap; the minimum
wage is about $60 a month, wrote Rebecca Mead in The New Yorker, March 16, 2003.Sao
Paulo has been called the “Kidnapping Capital of Brazil.” Muggings and robberies have already
pushed many people into guarded, high-rise apartments buildings, gated communities, or
homes with elaborate security systems. Those with enough money equip their automobiles with
armor plating, hire bodyguards, or even take a helicopter to work. I was told that bodyguards
take Jewish children to school. Jews fear that they, too, will be targeted for robbery or kidnapping
because they are considered well off.Sao Paulo, which is the richest state in Brazil, was



established in 1554. There is a Jewish connection here. Some have said that the founder of Sao
Paulo, Joao Ramahlo, was a crypto Jew who fled from Portugal for fear of the Inquisition and
who, with other Marranos, had been commissioned by the king of Portugal to find land in the
newly discovered territories.In the middle of the 19th century many Jews came to Sao Paulo
from Alsace-Lorraine in France. By the end of that century, a synagogue was established. Jews
emigrated from Hungary, Egypt, and even the Holy Land. Large numbers of German Jews
arrived in the city after Hitler took power in 1933. Sephardim also flocked here from their homes
in the Mediterranean area.One-quarter of the Jewish population of Sao Paulo stems from
immigration in the 1930s. Of Brazil’s Jewish population of 130,000 to 140,000, 75,000 live in Sao
Paulo state. According to a recent census, 63 percent of Sao Paulo’s Jews say they go to
synagogue only on High Holidays and for social events, while 13 percent say they “never go to
synagogue.” About 20 to 25 synagogues function in Sao Paulo, with the majority being
Conservative or Reform. The range is from Conservative to large and small Sephardic and
Ashkenazic synagogues. Chabad has achieved remarkable growth since the 1990s and so have
synagogues and schools, not only here in Sao Paulo but in most major cities in Brazil.Sao Paulo
stands tall as the Jewish capital of the country, the seat of the umbrella organization of the
national Jewish community. Since Sao Paulo remains the business and industrial center of
Brazil, with no “distracting” beaches outside one’s front door as in Rio, the Jewish community is
much better organized than coreligionists in Rio, it is said. Jewish life does not have to compete
with the ocean and holiday atmosphere of Rio de Janeiro, say Jewish Paulistas. According to
recent statistics from the Jewish Agency in Sao Paulo, about 250 Brazilian Jews make aliyah
each year.The Jewish businessperson or tourist who visits Sao Paulo can find many activities for
leisure hours. There are holiday celebrations, synagogue services, and social gatherings, as well
as English-language films. One should always be able to find someone who speaks English,
Hebrew, or Yiddish. About a half-dozen kosher butcher shops and a number of kosher caterers
function in this industrial city. Streets bear Jewish names, such as the fashionable one named
after the late Brazilian Jewish leader, Horacio Lafer, who served as Minister of External Affairs
and Finance. Other streets are named for Albert Einstein, Theodor Herzl, Warsaw Ghetto
Fighters, and Estado do Israel (State of Israel).JEWISH SITES IN SAO PAULOHebraica in Sao
Paulo is known as Associacao Brasileira “A Hebraica” de Sao Paulo, rua Hungria, 1000,
01455-000, Sao Paulo, SP. Tel: 3818-8800. Fax: 3818-8900. A visit to this magnificent center is a
must for every Jewish visitor to Sao Paulo. While Hebraica is not a resort, it does have many of
the amenities of a huge country club. Activities are for ages eight to 80. It is, to say the least, a
tribute to the fine work of this community, which established a center to perpetuate Jewish life. It
ranks as one of the finest Jewish community centers in the world. About 30,000 persons are
members of Hebraica, which occupies about 60 acres (58,000 square meters). On a beautiful
summer Sunday here, one can see about 10,000 Jewish Paulistas decked out in bathing trunks,
bikinis, tennis shoes, or summer dress. Restaurants, including a fine kosher establishment,
enhance the premises, which also include three banquet halls, two theaters, picnic areas, a



playground for children, tennis courts, three swimming pools, recreational facilities, and a huge
gymnasium located in a magnificent field house. Other activities include Israeli folk dancing,
drama, and choir. This center sports a barbershop, beauty parlor, and spa. Services are held on
holidays. A Popular University of Jewish Culture dedicated to Jewish studies is well attended.
Special lectures in Yiddish are offered. If you want to visit, call ahead and bring your passport. If
you have one, you can also bring your JCC or Y membership card to show at the gate.
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BRHJ67BR, “Five Stars. Very good.”

Barbara Hudgins, “history and travel. More than half of this book is devoted to history and a
fascinating history it is! I didn't know that there was an Inquisition in Peru where heretics were
burned or that synagogues in St. Thomas predate those in the U.S. Frank gives practical info
also such as the names and addresses of Jewish communities and synagogues throughout the
region, kosher restaurants and preferred hotels. Good armchair reading even if you never visit
Argentina opr Cuba.”
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