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Abstract. In the late 16th century, Jews and conversos created a trading network
that tied together ports in Portugal, Brazil and the Netherlands. This network became
the chief Dutch commercial circuit in the first quarter of the 17th century and offered
benefits to Jews and conversos that were not solely economic ones. This circuit made it
possible for Brazilian New Christians to return to Judaism in Amsterdam and
Amsterdam Jews to establish a community in Brazil. In the process, the port Jews of
Recife (Brazil) and Amsterdam became closely connected, especially after warfare
closed off access to Portuguese ports in the network. Amsterdam Jews arrived in force
in Recife during the 1630s, but traveled back to Amsterdam during the years 1645-54,
since the Dutch colony in Brazil was shrinking and, eventually, was captured by
Portuguese troops. Jews contributed commercially, financially, and militarily to this
short-lived colony and were rewarded with privileges, which, for this time, were
remarkable.

“Port Jews,” it has been said, “were travelers, strangers, boundary-
crossers and cultural brokers...purveyors of products...between far
and near.”! So true is this statement that ‘port Jews’ must be viewed
from a perspective much like that used by practitioners of Atlantic
history, who place interconnectedness at center stage. Their studies
concentrate on the flow of people, commodities, microbes, and
information, and, in the end, they offer a new perspective that goes
beyond the traditional one of studying people in their immediate locale
and changes the way we understand people, communities, and nations.
For it takes into account social, cultural, political, and economic impact
over a wide area, in our case in particular, that of the Atlantic world.
This perspective is especially useful for studying Jews and crypto-Jews
in the 17th century Dutch colonies of Recife in Brazil and Willemstad in
Curacao. These port Jews par excellence will now be at the center of
this study. The Jews of New Amsterdam, who were not commercially
important, and the Jews of Suriname, who settled in the New World
expressly in order to engage in plantation agriculture, will not be
discussed.?
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The port Jews who settled in the Dutch colonies began their journey
in Portugal from where they migrated to Brazil and northern Europe in
the late 16th century. They did not sever relations with their native soil,
but created a commercial network that tied together Portugal,
northeastern Brazil, and Amsterdam into a neat triangle. The well-
traveled commercial highway between Brazil and the Dutch Republic
enabled Brazilian New Christians to return to Judaism in Amsterdam
and Amsterdam Jews to establish a community in Brazil. In the
process, the port Jews of Recife and Amsterdam became intimately
connected. Many poor Jews from Amsterdam settled in Recife and the
adjacent town of Mauricia. This temporary relief from caring for the
poor came to an end, however, after 1645, when the Portuguese
conquest of Brazil forced the Jews — now illegally — living there to
return to Amsterdam. Some of the returnees were also well-to-do, and
they provided the Amsterdam Jewish community with a significant
commercial stimulus.

Yet it would be wrong to view the Sephardim in the Dutch orbit
merely as beneficiaries of enlightened policies. Sephardim in Portugal
and Brazil helped shape Dutch trans-Atlantic trade, while others
contributed significantly to the creation and expansion of Dutch
Atlantic ports. Jews also distinguished themselves on the battlefield,
which prolonged the life of Dutch Brazil. The privileges these Jews
received were a reward for indispensable contributions.

The three stages of Sephardi port Jewry

Many of the Sephardim studied here did not revert to Judaism until
after they had migrated from the Iberian peninsula to northern Europe.
The same goes for the Sephardim whom David Sorkin has studied.
Sorkin argues that “[mjany of the conversos and crypto-Jews who left
the Iberian peninsula moved to the Mediterranean ports of Venice and
Livorno, the Atlantic ports of Bordeaux, London, Amsterdam and
Hamburg, and the New World ports of Jamaica, Surinam [sic], Recife
and New Amsterdam. Many of those who remained in Spain and
Portugal were active in commerce as well. The result was a Sephardi
trade network which connected the old Mediterranean routes with the
new Atlantic economy.”3

This portrayal may be further articulated. In the Atlantic world,
there were three, partly overlapping, stage in the history of Sephardi
port Jews: those of Antwerp, the Spanish-Atlantic, and the (European)
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North Atlantic. The first began in the mid-16th century, when
Portugal’s trade with Brazil grew more important. As New Christian
merchants came to control commercial ties with Brazil, they also
became heavily involved in the African slave trade. In Europe, their
presence was particularly important in the Flemish port of Antwerp,
which rapidly became one of Europe’s main commercial centers,
combining the functions of entrepot and financial center. Converso
merchants settling in Antwerp enjoyed a special asset, their excellent
relations with the Portuguese crown, which practically monopolized the
spice trade. Consequently, Jonathan Israel writes, in the last decades of
the 16th century, until 1595 “almost the whole distribution of
Portuguese East Indian spices and Brazil sugar to northern Europe
was handled by the Portuguese New Christians ... residing in
Antwerp.”™

The crown-union between Spain and Portugal in 1580 signaled the
start of the second stage, during which conwverso businessmen crossed
the Spanish border and infiltrated the Seville-based trade with the
Americas. Portuguese merchants, or their agents, settled in Panama,
Lima, Buenos Aires, and Cartagena de Indias. The increased complex-
ity of the Sephardi trade networks can be seen in the activities of two
conversos: Garcia de Yllan Barraza (1591-1655) and Manuel Bautista
Pérez (1593-1639). Lisbon-born Garcia de Yllan, a staunch Catholic
who worked his way up to become one of the premier Portuguese
financiers at the court of Spain’s King Philip IV, also conducted trade
with his brothers in Cartagena de Indias and Lima, as well as with
Jewish or crypto-Jewish business partners in Valencia, Amsterdam,
Antwerp, London, and Hamburg.” Manuel Bautista Pérez, a Portu-
guese merchant who moved from Seville to Lima in Peru around 1620,
dealt in slaves, pearls, jewelry, indigo, and textiles from Spain and
China. His commercial contacts extended to Seville, Lisbon, Luanda de
Angola, Veracruz, Guatemala, Panamé, Cartagena de Indias, Potosi
and Santiago de Chile. At the same time, he was the linchpin of a more
localized Peruvian network.® By also investing in the Portuguese trade
with Asia, men such as Pérez spanned the world. By selling products
from the Indian subcontinent at trade fairs in Spanish America and
shipping American silver to the Far East, they brought Atlantic and
Asian trade into one orbit.”

The growing economic power of New Christians may have brought
the Spanish Inquisition into play, most famously in Lima, where an
alleged conspiracy in 1639 resulted in an auto-da-fé, in which Pérez and
ten others died at the stake.® The mid-17th century was a traumatic
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period for American conversos, many of whom assimilated into Old
Christian society, especially in Peru and, later, in New Spain.

The third stage in the history of Sephardi port Jews began at a time
roughly contemporaneous to the second, about the end of the 16th
century. The Portuguese Inquisition had become more active, and the
Dutch ban on trade with the Flemish coast, introduced in 1595, was
causing problems for Antwerp’s commerce with Portugal. The com-
bined effect was that New Christians left their native soil in large
numbers and moved to northern Europe. But their destination was no
longer primarily Antwerp, which was losing its significance as an
international commercial center. They went, instead, to Amsterdam,
Hamburg, Rouen, and a number of other towns that had previously
received Portugal’s colonial imports from Antwerp.” We may speak of
‘port Jews proper’ only in this third stage, when Sephardim finally
begin to profess Judaism freely, first in northern European ports, and
after 1630 in Dutch and English port cities in the New World as
well.

Relocating from Brazil to Amsterdam

The three stages thus overlapped, as the protagonists of the first two
stages cleared the way for those of the third. The Dutch established
colonies in Brazil in 1624-25 and 1630-54 (see Appendix), but prior to
these conquests, scores of conversos from the New World had begun to
trade with Amsterdam and to travel there. Confessions and accusations
obtained by the tribunal of the Spanish Inquisition in Cartagena de
Indias reveal that Antonio Méndez, who lived as a Jew in Amsterdam
in the 1620s, had previously resided in Santa Fe de Bogota. Antonio
Herndndez had moved to Amsterdam from a small town in New
Granada.!'® The attraction of Amsterdam was even stronger for
Portuguese crypto-Jews in Brazil. Diogo Gomes Lobato left Portugal
for Brazil in 1599 and transferred from there to Amsterdam, Joao
Castelli moved from Pernambuco in northeastern Brazil to Amsterdam
before 1604, and Simao Gomes Dias traveled in 1609 from Pernambuco
to Lisbon, fleeing from there to Amsterdam. In Pernambuco, he stayed
in the house of Manuel Cardoso Milao, who later moved to London,
Amsterdam, and Hamburg.!! The co-owner of a sugar mill in
Pernambuco, Portuguese-born Joao Luis Henriques, moved to Amster-
dam with his sons Manuel Sanches and Jerénimo Henriques, who
declared themselves Jews in Amsterdam. Other former residents of
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Pernambuco who arrived in Amsterdam in the 1610s included Manuel
Carvalho, Thomas Fernandes, Joseph Frazao, Gonsalo Nunes, David
Ovale, Paulo Pinto, and Diego Nunes Vitéria. Finally, Manuel de
Campos left Bahia and settled in Amsterdam in 1619.12

These men were all merchants, and many of them were involved in
exporting Brazilian sugar to Amsterdam. Their commercial ties
facilitated a return to Judaism. In the late 16th century, Diogo Dias
Querido moved from his native Porto to the Brazilian capital of Bahia,
from where he shipped sugar to Portugal, insuring it in Amsterdam. He
then relocated to Amsterdam, was formally converted to Judaism, and
was one of the founders of the city’s first Jewish congregation.'?

A visitation by the Portuguese Inquisition to Brazil in 1618-19
revealed that the connections between local New Christians and
Amsterdam went beyond commerce. The many Brazilian conversos
discovered judaizing were in touch with openly professing Jews in
Amsterdam. Francisco Gomes Pina exemplified the bond between
commerce and religion in this city. Pina exported sugar from
Pernambuco to Amsterdam, but he was also, in absentia, the co-
founder of Amsterdam’s Santa Companhia de Dotar Orfas e Donzelas
Pobres in 1615, an organization which gave dowries to poor and
orphaned Sephardi girls in the region stretching from Saint-Jean-de-Luz
in France to Danzig, including the Netherlands and Germany. The
man who represented him was Paulo de Pina, a fellow founder of the
institution. Perhaps the first Pina’s relative, Paulo had moved from
Lisbon to Pernambuco around 1600, returned to Lisbon nine years later,
and arrived finally in Holland, where he shed his Christian guise.!*

The conversos who traded and traveled in the Portugal-Brazil—
Amsterdam triangle helped create the premier Dutch commercial
circuit in the Atlantic world. These merchants included some of the
earliest Sephardi settlers of Amsterdam, such as Manoel Rodrigues
Vega and Garcia Pimentel, who arrived, respectively, from Antwerp
and Venice in the mid-1590s. Their commercial contacts extended to
Portugal, Brazil, North Africa, Spain, England, the Atlantic islands,
and the Levant. Manuel’s brother, Pedro Rodrigues Vega, who moved
from Antwerp to Amsterdam in 1599, soon left for Bahia. There he
bought a sugar plantation and sent cargoes of sugar and ginger to
Manoel in Amsterdam.'® And in the year 1618 alone, Paulo de Pina
imported cargoes, no doubt principally sugar, from Brazil on five
different ships, three Dutch and two Portuguese.

In the same year, the Portuguese Inquisition began its offensive
against conwverso merchants, especially in Porto, whose records reveal
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the variety of commercial connections between that port city and
Amsterdam. This offensive cost the conversos and their Jewish relatives
dearly, whether through arrests or confiscations. By September, the
Jews of Amsterdam claimed to have lost more than half a million
guilders, “much of which was generated by the Brazil trade.”6

Portuguese Jews and the Dutch invasion of Brazil

Conversos in Portugal and Jews in Amsterdam also incurred serious
losses after the renewal of Dutch—Habsburg hostilities in 1621. As a
rule, Dutch ships had previously left shipping between Portugal and
Brazil unharmed, but with the establishment of the Dutch West India
Company in 1621, there was a change of course. The Company was
founded, as one of its directors put it, to “cut off the nerves and veins of
the King of Spain’s annual revenues, from which the blood and
vivifying spirit spreads through his large body.”'” Statements like this
one paved the way for Dutch privateers to target shipping in the South
Atlantic between Portugal and its South American colony. A contem-
porary Dutch historian asserted that the Portuguese port of Viana
alone lost twenty-six of twenty-nine ships active in the Brazil trade in
the mid-1620s.'®

Although the Jewish residents of Amsterdam were unintended
victims of these maritime attacks, they could not count on compassion
from the Dutch authorities. Attempts by Sephardi merchants in
Amsterdam who shipped sugar from Brazil to Portugal to secure
immunity from confiscation in the war that the West India Company
was waging on Iberian shipping were unsuccessful.'” Nonetheless, better
times were ahead for Amsterdam’s Sephardim. Gentile Dutch entre-
preneurs began to envisage direct control of all aspects of the sugar
business, from cultivation to distribution. Profits would undoubtedly be
higher and supplies to Brazil cheaper once customs duties were
removed.?’ The conquest of Brazil thus became an important item on
the agenda at the first board meeting of the West India Company.

The Dutch war of independence was to be extended to the Americas,
the source of the silver which financed Habsburg war-making. And
Brazil, commercially so attractive, yet formally under Habsburg rule
since 1580, was the West India Company’s prime target. The
‘Portuguese nation,” as Amsterdam’s Jewish community was known,
contributed little to the West India Company; its investments
amounted to a mere 36,100 guilders, or half a percent of all capital
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raised between 1623 and 1626.2! Nevertheless, Jewish Portuguese
participation grew over time, as suggested by contemporary documents
from the Inquisition in Cartagena de Indias (in present day Columbia).
Members of that town’s ‘Cofradia de Holanda,” a crypto-Jewish
organization founded to support the Dutch in their naval warfare with
the Spanish, were each required to send three hundred pesos annually
to Amsterdam’s Portuguese Jews. More than one witness attested that
Juan Rodriguez Mesa, a Jew apparently born a New Christian in
Portugal, possessed the Libro Grande of Cartagena’s cofradia, which,
lined in colored calico, contained the names of all the group’s
members.?? Another converso member of this group, the Portuguese
Duarte Lopez Mesa, told the Inquisitors that he had traveled to
Amsterdam, describing how he had attended a meeting of what could
only have been the West India Company board, although he did not
call the Company by its name.?3

Support for Dutch military actions against Habsburg Spain also
came from Portuguese New Christians and Jews in the Netherlands.
Many of them had no doubt once lived in Brazil, and soon after the
West India Company was founded, their leaders, including one David
Senior Coronel, alias Duarte Sarayva, had openly lobbied for a Dutch
conquest of Brazil.?* Born in the Iberian peninsula around 1570, Duarte
Sarayva escaped to Amsterdam, where he remarried in 1598. He was in
Pernambuco in 1612, to which he later returned; in the years following
the Dutch invasion of 1630, he acquired five sugar plantations.?® The
first Dutch conquest of Brazil had taken place six years earlier. When a
fleet sponsored by the Dutch West India Company, carrying 3,300
soldiers, arrived at Brazil’s capital of Salvador de Bahia in May 1624,
the surprised Portuguese defenders quickly surrendered.?¢

This action was but an interlude. Within one year, a Habsburg fleet
had restored Spanish control of Bahia. Undaunted, the Dutch West
India Company dispatched another fleet in December 1629. It was
perhaps the largest that had ever crossed the Atlantic. Among the
soldiers on board were at least forty Iberian and twenty German Jews.
The arrival of fifty-two ships and thirteen sloops in Pernambuco in
February of the next year augured a successful conquest. As the Dutch
consolidated and then expanded the territory under their control in
subsequent years, acquiring a large sugar-producing area, Jews and
conversos started settling in the port town of Recife and other parts of
Pernambuco. In addition, several conversos living in Pernambuco
reverted to Judaism. Still other New Christians adopted Judaism after
coming to Recife from Portuguese Angola, while some Brazilian New
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Christians embarked for Amsterdam, also in order to embrace
Judaism.?” The Dutch conquest of the town of Paraiba may have
convinced Domingos da Costa Brandao and Moisés de Almeida to
travel to Amsterdam, where they were circumcised. Moisés’ friend
Manuel Rodrigues Monsanto did the same, leaving with his family for
Amsterdam and returning to Brazil around 1640.2% Not all Brazilian
Jews remained faithful to Judaism; starting in the early 1640s, some
returned to Catholicism. Still by 1645, there were hundreds of Jews in
the region, and, as late as 1649, four years after a movement of return
migration to Europe had begun, some 350 Jews remained in Recife.?”

Among the Jewish settlers arriving from Amsterdam, there were
numerous poor, who planned to settle in as yet uncolonized areas. Their
disembarkation in Recife in 1638 caused some consternation. Governor
Johan Maurits von Nassau-Siegen and his government believed these
poor newcomers would harm Brazil’s economy.?*® And, in fact, in the
following years, their condition did not improve. By 1645, community
leader Moses Navarro complained about “the extreme poverty of the
Jewish nation.” Even respectable persons, he argued, had resigned
themselves to live on charity.3!

Jewish activity and liberties in Dutch Brazil

If Jews had encouraged the West India Company to invade Brazil,
Jewish intervention was also instrumental in the extension of the
privileges that were granted in the Dutch colonies. Jewish liberties were
already prescribed in both the outline for the government of Dutch
Bahia in 1624 and the administrative rules issued in 1629 for all Dutch
colonies then, or ever to be, possessed by the West India Company.
Whether Jews had actively lobbied for these privileges is not clear.??
But the privileges were no simple act of gentile benevolence. The Jews’
conspicuous significance in trans-Atlantic commerce earned them the
right to retail trade in Brazil, which was not recognized in Amster-
dam.?® What is more, after a Jewish company lost 50 men, in 1645,
fighting against the Portuguese enemy, even on the Sabbath, the Dutch
Estates General ordered that Jews in Dutch Brazil were to be
compensated for damage to person or property.?* Thus, from 1645,
Jews were considered full-fledged subjects of the Dutch state, a status
the Jews in the United Provinces would not obtain until the 1650s.3?
Still, the Jews of Recife had to defend their privileges both before
and after 1645. The Dutch Reformed Church in Brazil consistently
opposed religious tolerance and on at least two occasions (in 1637 and
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1653), private Christian residents tried to have the privilege of retail
trade revoked. The Jews of Brazil, they said, should enjoy no wider
rights than did those of Amsterdam. Abraham d’Azevedo responded in
1653. In a letter sent to the West India Company,?¢ D’ Azevedo argued
that every resident of the colony came from abroad; no one group could
claim prior, or superior, rights. In addition, through their service on
guard duty and their provisioning of the various territories conquered
by the Dutch, Jews had been indispensable to the colony. Third,
contrary to other nations, the Jews in Brazil had never wavered in their
loyalty; not a single person had defected to the enemy. The Estates
General fully agreed with d’Azevedo’s claim that the economic and
military contributions of the Jews were vital.

Recife’s Jews also joined hands with their Christian neighbors, in
1637, and sent a letter to the West India Company requesting a
measure of free trade between the United Provinces and Brazil. A year
later, the Estates General agreed to the request, stripping the West
India Company of its monopolies, except for the slave trade, the import
of war ammunition, and the export of Brazilwood.?” The liberalization
of trade benefited Jews who were already in Brazil and lured new
groups of Jews from across the Atlantic.

Along with other settlers, Jews also helped build the towns where
they resided. The twin cities of Dutch Brazil were almost entirely new
creations. Recife was originally but a small port and the nearby island
of Antéonio Vaz was almost uninhabited. Jews contributed to the
construction of the town of Mauricia on that island and were involved
in the remarkable expansion of Recife. A Jew was also involved in the
construction of the long bridge that linked the towns.38

Jewish foundations of Curacao

The Jewish contribution to Curagao was even more important.
Although blessed with an excellent natural harbor, Curacao did not
have a town when the first Jews arrived in 1651. The coming of the
Jews changed the island’s character beyond recognition. From a barren
place where the European presence was largely confined to a fort with a
garrison, Curacao was transformed into one of the busiest ports of the
New World. Significantly, Willemstad, the town that sprang up around
the harbor, was first mentioned by name in a letter written by a Jewish
settler.3?

Joao de Yllan (1609-1697), a former settler of Dutch Brazil and a
cousin of the above-mentioned Garcia de Yllan, was a vital link in
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Curagao’s development. After successfully negotiating the establish-
ment of a Jewish colony, despite the negative attitudes toward Jews
held by members of the West India Company board,*® Yllan risked
expulsion by engaging in commerce. His permit of residence allowed
him only to cultivate fruits and other produce. The Company directors
in Amsterdam worried aloud that “Jan de Yllan accomplishes little
there [and] concerns himself little with agriculture.”*!

Yllan was a port Jew, even if, in his day, Curagao lacked all port
functions, from ship-owning, ship-building and repair, to stevedoring,
finance, or inland transport facilities.*? In Europe a decade before,
Yllan’s commercial contacts had extended to Lisbon, Rio de Janeiro
and Angola.*® In Curacao, he started importing horses, and supplying
flour and clothing to the West India Company employees.** He was
followed by other Jews, such as Jeoshuah and Mordechay Enriquez,
described in contemporary documents as peddlers and traders in cattle.
Jeoshuah is also said to have encouraged Jews from Amsterdam to
move to Curagao.*® In due course, commercial ties were forged with
Spanish colonies in the Caribbean and the mainland, but initially
Curagao’s Jews had no choice but to sell goods to the West India
Company, which distributed these supplies among its garrison. In the
1640s and 1650s, soldiers still made up the bulk of the island’s Dutch
population.

The port Jews of Willemstad and Recife-Mauricia must be
understood in terms of their hinterlands and forelands. The expanding
and contracting areas that made up Dutch Brazil formed the hinterland
exploited by the Jews of Recife. In the peaceful years until 1645, when
the twin cities of Recife and Mauricia grew and the sugar trade boomed,
they collected taxes and freighted ships bound for the United Provinces.
After successive defeats had reduced the area under Dutch control,
blocking Dutch access to Brazilian sugar, the port Jews transformed
themselves into army contractors, ironically a line of business in which
the court Jews of Europe excelled. Their main customers were the
Dutch troops, who were always in need of shirts and shoes. From a
commercial perspective, Dutch Brazil’s last years thus resembled the
early period of Dutch Curagao.t6

Shuttling back and forth between Recife and Amsterdam

As settlers in a colonial empire, the port Jewries of Brazil and Curacao
had the same foreland. They shared the same land area “on the seaward
side of a port, beyond maritime space, and with which the port [was]
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connected by ocean carriers.”*” Since trade was only allowed with ports
in the colonial metropolis, ships sailed back and forth to Amsterdam.
The old triangle Brazil-Portugal-Amsterdam had vanished after the
Dutch invasion of Brazil. Amsterdam’s Sephardim tried hard to
resuscitate the triangular trade during truce negotiations between
Portugal and the United Provinces in 1641, but their efforts were in
vain.*® With Portugal inaccessible, the only Atlantic passage open to
the Jews of Recife and Amsterdam in the mid-17th century was that
between these two ports, which also furthered these two communities’
integration. Yet there were limits. Daniel Swetschinski has shown how
closely integrated the Amsterdam Sephardi community was with those
of Hamburg and later London. The same numbers of Amsterdam brides
and grooms married in Hamburg as wvice wversa.*® This level of
reciprocity did not exist between Recife and Amsterdam.

Nonetheless, the trans-Atlantic route connecting the two ports was
well traveled. Ishak Mocata o Velho, for example, probably a native of
Brazil, lived in Amsterdam in 1639, 1642, and again in 1644. He
returned to Recife in the latter year, but was back in Amsterdam five
years later. Francisco de Faria was born in Portuguese Pernambuco,
converted to Judaism, went to Amsterdam in 1635 with his wife and
two children, appears on communal lists in Recife in 1643, and returned,
finally, to Amsterdam by 1652. Aharon Serfaty was not a native of
Brazil. A relative of Paulo de Pina, Serfaty was the first Portuguese
Jew to be circumcised in Amsterdam in 1597. His name is found in
Dutch Brazil in 1637, but a year later, he returned to Amsterdam and
became president of the Talmud Torah. However, after 1646, he
returned to Brazil, where he was elected president of Recife’s Tsur
Israel congregation in 1653. He died in Amsterdam in 1670.%°

The Jews of Willemstad repeated this pattern of frequent oceanic
crossings. Abraham Drago, for instance, himself a former resident of
Recife, was among the first Jewish settlers in Curacao in 1651. He
returned to Amsterdam within a few years, but as late as 1680, he
brought seven families to Willemstad.>!

Jews began to leave Recife-Mauricia after the start of a rebellion in
1645 that ended in the Portuguese conquest of Dutch Brazil in 1654.
Admittedly, the return of two hundred Jewish families to Amsterdam
weighed heavily on the local community, but thanks to the resources of
some of the more well-to-do, Amsterdam’s Sephardim witnessed a new
economic boom.?? Moreover, despite Brazil’s disappearance from their
horizons, the world beyond the Atlantic kept beckoning. In coming
years, Jewish settlements were founded in various locales in the



140 WIM KLOOSTER

Caribbean and circum-Caribbean. This settlement was encouraged by a
number of crises, especially a demographic one. The arrival in Hamburg
and Amsterdam of Jews from Dutch Brazil and crypto-Jews from the
Iberian peninsula (following the downfall of Gaspar de Guzman, the
once powerful Count-Duke of Olivares, who had been their protector)
led to overcrowding in both cities. The need to create new places where
these Jews might live was urgent.”

Communities that came into being after the Brazilian exodus
included Barbados, Martinique, and New Amsterdam. Settlements in
Guiana were founded through the efforts of former residents of
Dutch Brazil who had initially returned to the Netherlands, most
notably, David Cohen Nassi, Abraham Cohen, Philipe de Fuentes,
and Moses Netto. In 1657 Nassi signed a contract with the Estates of
Zeeland, which allowed him and other Brazilian veterans ‘of the Hebrew
nation’ to carve out an agricultural colony in Essequibo in western
Guiana. All Jews were granted freedom of religion and conscience, and
they were not required to appear in court on the Sabbath or on Jewish
holidays.?* Jews also settled on the nearby Pomeroon river. However,
both colonies were destroyed by English troops in 1666. An equally
short life was granted to the Dutch colony of Cayenne, where Nassi had
obtained extensive privileges in 1659, but which fell into French hands
five years later. Some refugees from these abortive colonies found their
way to the English settlement of Suriname, which in turn was seized by
a Dutch force in 1667.5> In Guiana, therefore, rural Jewish settlements,
far from any port, were the legacy of entrepreneurial port Jews like
Nassi.

Port Jews thus were sojourners in a dynamic Atlantic world.
During the first decades of the 17th century, Portuguese crypto-Jews
established connections between Amsterdam and various ports in the
Atlantic through migration, travel, and trade. Although Portuguese
ports were originally an important link in the Sephardi commercial
networks, warfare virtually precluded the continuation of trade with
Portugal after 1621. Attempts to revive the old network after
Portugal’s independence in 1641 failed, as the Dutch authorities
vowed to continue the war. Under the circumstances, the link between
Amsterdam and Recife assumed great significance for the Portuguese
port Jews, who incessantly crossed the ocean with their goods and
letters of exchange. But the Atlantic route was not just a trade route.
Both before and after 1630, it was a road that enabled a return to
ancestral belief and served to unify port Jewries on both sides of the
ocean.
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Appendix

Key Dates and Events

1568 Start of Dutch Revolt against Habsburg Spain

1580 Crown union between Spain and Portugal, extending Habsburg
power to Brazil

1609-21 Twelve-year truce between United Provinces and Spain

1621 Foundation of Dutch West India Company

1624-25 Dutch occupation of Bahia, Brazil

1630 Dutch conquest of Recife, Brazil, followed by the capture of several
Brazilian captaincies

1634 Dutch conquest of Curagao

1640 Portugal declares independence from Spain

1645 Start of Portuguese rebellion against Dutch in Brazil

1648 Dutch Republic gains independence

1651 Arrival of first Jews on Curagao

1654 Portuguese expel Dutch from Recife
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