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Cape Verde hosted Jews

by Carol S. Castiel
Special to WIW

ho would have imag-
ined that there are
Jewish cemeteries in

Cape Verde, an archipelago of
10 small islands 300 miles off
the coast of west Africa? How
else to explain the existence
of surnames like Cohen, Levy
and Benoliel in this former
Portuguese colony of ap-
proximately 400,000. From
the period of the Spanish In-
quisition to the more recent
19th century emigration of
Moroccan Jewry, Cape Verde
has been a haven for Dias-
pora Jews either fleeing reli-
gious persecution or search-
ing for greater economic op-
portunities.

A resurgence of interest in
Jewish roots has led a group
of descendants to seek more
information about their fore-
bears and is spearheading a
drive for the rehabilitation of
the dilapidated cemeteries.

On a recent trip to Cape
Verde, I spoke to many Jew-
ish descendants who gra-
ciously shared stories and
photographe of ancestors. I
also visited several cemeter-
ies, the only tangible rem-
nants of the all-but-forgotten
Jewish community. The
tombstones, inscribed in both
Hebrew and Portuguese, re-
count the births and deaths
of Jews who came to Cape
Verde in the mid-1800s from
the Moroccan cities of
Tangiers, Rabat or Mogador
(now Essaouira) to trade in
pelts or hides or to engage in
related commercial activities.
Family members claim that
the ancestors were buried in
white linen shrouds in ac-
cordance with Jewish tradi-
tion.

Not far from the cemeter-
ies, in the island of Santo
Antao, is a village called Sin-
agoga where it is said the
Jews gathered to pray even if
no vestige remains of an ac-
tual synagogue. Since the
majority of the immigrants
were single men from Mo-
rocco and Gibraltar, inter-
marriage with the predomi-
nantly Catholic population
became widespread. As a re-
sult, most descendants of
such unions were baptized as
Catholics, diluting the al-
ready tenuous affiliation to
Jewish customs and tradi-
tions.

Dr. Anibel Silva, a promi-
nent physician, revealed the
fascinating story of his
grandfather, David Jacob
Cohen, who came to Cape
Verde from Mogador around
1860, Cohen was married to
a Dona Luna but had no chil-
dren with her by the time he
left Morocco. Cohen traveled
alone to Cape Verde where
he eventually sired 11 chil-
dren.

Although most Jewish ritu-
als and customs departed
along with the settlers, the
names, memories and rever-
ence for the past endure.
During my interviews, | was
struck by the pride with

which descendants affirmed

their Jewish ancestry, no
matter how remote the
bloodline.

One young journalist,

Pedro Benoliel Chantre, the
great-great grandson of Isaac
Benoliel (a fur trader who
emigrated to the island of
Boa Vista from Rabat, Mo-
rocco), believes that the im-
pact of Jews in commerce

and other important sectors
in Cape Verde has vet to be
fully investigated. He asserts
played

that Jews a much

FAMILIAR NAME — The village ot Sinagoga in Cape Verde.

larger role in the economic
development of the country
than the former Portuguese
colonial rulers acknowledged.

A group of Jewish descen-
dants recently formed a com-
mitlee to press [or the resto-
ration of the cemcteries that
bave fallen into neglect. They
also intend to commission re-
search into the history of
their ancestors and create a
permanenl archive. (Local
records that could have shed
light on this period were de-
stroyed in fires in the early
1900’s.) Under the auspices
of a local non-governmental
organization, Association for
the Defense of the Environ-
ment and Developinent, the
Jewish group has submitted
a proposal for the rehabihta-
tion of cemeteries. complete
with an architectural blue-

print, to the Jewish Heritage
Council of the World Monu-
ments Fund in New York.
Today, descendants of the
Jewish settlers play pivotal
roles in Cape Verdean gov-
ernment, business and cul-
tural affairs. A chief example
is Carlos Alberto Wahnon de
Carvalho Veiga, the first-
freely elected prime minister
of Cape Verde. Veiga is the
great-grandson of Isaac and
Rachel Wahnon, Jews who
emigrated to Cape Verde
from Gibraltar in the mid
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19th century.

Although few descendants
practice Judaism as we know
it, Daniel Brigham, a promi-
nent- businessman based in
Praia, the capital, described
his feelings this way: “When
I was 10 vears old, 1 wit-
nessed my grandfather’s tra-
ditional Jewish burial. Al-
though I am not religious. ]
try to follow the Ten Com-
mandments. I'd like to think
that T conform to the basic
tenets of the Jewish faith. I
am very proud of the fact
that I have a Jewish rib.”

Casticl is a free-lance writ-
er and consultant based in
the Washington arca. She is
in the process of arranging a
Jewish heritage tour of Cape

Verde For further informa-
tion, call Castiel at 2021 484-
82873 ]
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Call Us For All Your Travel Needs
{202) 244-8652 + 800-999-4698
Felice Myles & Bil Murphy

3504 Conn. Ave. N.W. » At Cleveland Pork Metto
n Too!

SPECIALS FOR FALL & WINTER
WASHINGTON TO TEL AVIV

FROM $970.00 ROUND TRIP
BOOK NOW WHILE SEATS ARE AYAILABLE

EUROPE ON SALE
LONDON FROM §377.00 INCL. TAX
PARIS FROM §444.00 INCL, TAX
Enjoy PUERTO VALLARTA, MEXICO in January
CAMINO REAL HOTEL-7 Nights Ailand, from $625.00 pp
RESORT-7 Nights Airland, Inc!. all meals, drinks,
tips Fom $89

QOpe
AIR FARE

UPTOWN
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Weekdays & Saturdays,

Ulpan Akiva
courses

are accredites!
by several
universities.

UNIVERSITY
STUDENTS

Utpan rfhbiva Hetanya offers you a unigue

aumemen on winter study vacation in Tarael.

Flexible Hebrew or Arabic courses on all levels open once a month.
University students as well as families or individuals of all
ages — Jews and non-fews — come to our seaside campus
from all over the world. They live and study together with
Israelis and immigrants, with students from all walks of life
representing all people of the region.

They are joining a learning community who choose from
courses lasting 20, 12, 8 or 3 weeks with 5 hours of classes
a day, loads of social and cultural activities during the
remaining hours of the day and evening, plus tours and
special Shabbat activities.

| GROUP RATES AVAILABLE |

For a free brochure please telephone:
011-972-9-352312 fax No. 011-972-9-652919

{Sun-Thurs 9 ant - 2 pm)
or write to Ulpan Akiva, POB 6086, Netanya 42160, Israel

The Best Resorts Under
]
The Sun For Passover '95

ES

Hyatt Dorado Beach Resort & Casino

Dorado. Puerto Rico
Gasual ciegance al o secluded beachfront oasis
Mulilet Bay Resort & Casino

St Maarten

Vacation paradise on charming Duteh/IFrench istand

Marriott’s Reach Resort

Ay Wese, Florfda
The onh Garibbedn 1sland i the contimental United Stafes

Exquisite Gla'l hosher
Culsine by Levana

\eeredited Mediealdegal Seminars
offered at all lorahons

PRESIDENTIAL

(800) 950-1240 (utside Ny) or (718) 332-3900

-~

presents for

PASSOVER

Choice selections of stvle, elegance & fun

California
RITZ - CARLTON LAGUNA NIGUEL
Amtericd’s fop rated gceanfront resort with golf, tenms, a spa
and rwo miles of spectacular coastline and sandy beach
located midway between San Diego and Los Angeles

Miami Beach
THE ALEXANDER

Miami Beach's most elegant all-suite hotel witl a private
balcony for each room with impeccable service and

classic elegunce

Orlando

BUENA VISTA PALACE

The most luxurions resort mstde Disney Village witl o
brand new: European health spa. 5 golf courses, free temus,
walk to Typhoon Lagoon Pleasure Island,

Disney at your doorsiep.

Hoi Springs, Virginia
THE HOMESTEAD
15,000 acre National Historic Landmark resort with a
Eurapean health spa, mineral baths, 19,000 sq. ft. kids
playgrownd, golf, tennis, baskethall, bowling,
horseback riding and plenty more.

For information and reservations, please call:
1-800- PASSOVER
Quiside U.S. and In California: (213) 655-9594

FAX (213) 658-7662
ALL PROGRAMS UNDER STRICT ORTHODOX RABRINIC SUPERVISION




