
THE JEWS OF PORTUGAL

The position of the Jews in Portugal was generally favorable and
prosperous throughout the Middle Ages. The rulers shielded them from the
excesses of the clergy, and the wave of anti-Jewish violence that swept
Spain in 1391 did not extend to Portugal. Successive members of the Ibn
Yachya family held influential positions at the royal court. And Alfonso I
(1438-1481), whose minister of finance was Don Yitzchak Abarbanel,
protected the Jews against mounting anti-Jewish feeling fanned by the
clergy.

His successor, John II (1481-1495), offered temporary asylum and a
promise of transportation abroad to 100,000 Spanish refugees in exchange
for a hefty payment. However, he did not keep his promise. When he did
provide ships, they were too few and often not seaworthy, and no measures
were instituted to protect the helpless refugees. The unscrupulous ship
captains and their crews committed all kinds of violence and mayhem upon
the unprotected Jews. Those who were not fortunate enough to leave in
time were declared slaves, their children were taken from them, and they
were sent to the island of St. Thomas, off the west coast of Africa.

Early in John’s reign, in 1483, Abarbanel was accused of conspiracy
against the crown and fled to Spain where he entered the royal service.
Upon John’s death the throne was ascended by Manuel (1495-1521).
Manoel recognized the importance of his Jewish subjects for the economic
prosperity of his country. But he had ambitions of a personal nature. He
nurtured the dream of uniting all of the Iberian Peninsula under one rule,
and asked for the hand of Isabella, daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella and
heiress to the throne of Aragon and Castile, in marriage. One of the
marriage terms demanded by the Spanish monarchs was the expulsion of
all Jews from Portugal. On Dec. 4, 1496 the king signed a decree ordering
all Jews to leave the country before the end of October 1497, or face death.
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The expulsion from Portugal was accompanied with even more cruelty
than that from Spain. On the 1st day of Pesach (April 1497), without
warning, the king had all the Jewish children under the age of 14 seized
and dragged out of their homes to be forcibly baptized. Manoel hoped in
this way to retain their parents. Many Jews killed themselves together with
their families. However, most Jews still insisted on leaving the country on
the date set for expulsion. Manuel then resorted to another trick. He
detained them beyond the date set for their departure. About 20,000 people
were tricked into coming to Lisbon, the capital, with the expectation that
they would be allowed to embark to other lands from there. Instead they
were herded into a big palace and were told that they were now slaves of
the king. Food and water were denied them, and priests and apostate Jews
came to convince them to convert. When all blandishments failed they were
bodily dragged to the baptismal fount and forcibly converted. Tens of
thousands converted, and only a few managed to escape. When prominent
churchmen vehemently protested Manuel’s cruel policies, he relented and
announced a period of clemency for the new converts. They were not
allowed to return to their ancestral religion or to leave the country, but they
would be free from further persecution.

In 1504 pogroms against the Conversos erupted in Portugal. Then in
1506 a year of dreadful plague made its appearance, and thousands of
conversos were slain in a continuing series of pogroms, the worst occurring
in Lisbon. The situation in the country was so unstable that King Manuel
permitted Jewish conversos to leave. Thousands left, some even opting to
return to Spain. The Portuguese king also relaxed the oppression of the
conversos still remaining in the country, promising them that they would be
free from suspicions of Judaizing for ten years, or until 1517. In 1524 the
government and the Church again began prosecuting cases against
conversos suspected of remaining Jews. Enrique Nunez from Castille, an
apostate Jew, was one of the chief organizers of the Portuguese terror
against these conversos. Conversos were not allowed to leave
Portugal,and those caught attempting to escape were, in the main, killed on
the spot.

2



In 1531 Pope Clement VII authorized the introduction of the Inquisition
into Portugal, and many Conversos left the country. In return for an
exorbitant bribe, King Sebastian (1531-1578) now allowed all the
Conversos to leave. Some additional conversos opted to return to Spain.
But many went to the Netherlands and established flourishing communities
in Amsterdam and the Hague. As late as the 17th century large numbers of
conversos succeeded in escaping Portugal and returning to Judaism.
Almost 300 hundred years of Inquisition did not crush the Jewish spark in
many converso families. Many of these conversos now established
communities in Livorno, Italy and in Hamburg, Germany where they could
now return to living openly as Jews. In Portugal the Inquisition lasted until
1821, and in Spain it ended only in 1834.
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