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AUTHOR’S QUERY

For a book on identity, I would like to interview individuals raised as non-Jews who discovered they are of Jewish descent. Barbara Kessel



Ms. Kessel: Have you interviewed Rabbi Roderick Young? He found out when he was an undergraduate at Oxford that his mother, who raised him Episcopalian/Anglican, is Jewish.

It’s probably too late, but I was born in Poland, raised Catholic, immigrated to the US in ’59 at age seven, and learned at 22 (the night before my Roman Catholic wedding) that both my parents were Holocaust survivors and that all of our family is Jewish.

Dear Ms. Kessel: I was raised to believe I was the daughter of an Irish-American mother and a Syrian-Palestinian. I learned only three months ago that my biological father is a Jew.

When we found out my family was Jewish, my wife’s reaction was, boy, I’m glad you’re not an anti-Semite. My first reaction was, I’m glad you’re not!

Barbara, I have the name and address of a man who was interviewed on Israeli television. As a child, he was hidden in a monastery in France during the Holocaust and found out he was Jewish when he was a young adult studying for the priesthood. He now lives on a religious kibbutz.

Dear Ms. Kessel: You might want to interview my friend. She was adopted by a Jewish couple thirty-eight years ago, when she was six weeks old. Nine years ago she was contacted by her Palestinian birth father. She wrote an article about the tensions that ensued.

How did I feel about it? I was glad to find out I’m Jewish. I got rid of Christmas, Heaven, and Hell—all in the same day!





Prologue

I was born Marcel Pierre Jacques Nakache on March 22, 1939, in Paris to Rita Nakache. She didn’t have a husband, and I don’t know anything about my father. The original family name was Nekhushtan, from generations back when they lived in Samarkand in the former Soviet Union. The name means copper, so they were probably jewelry makers. They moved to Syria in the 1700s, where they stayed until the Damascus riots in 1840, when the Alliance Française Israelite moved them to France. They were wealthy and very assimilated, so assimilated that my mother converted to Catholicism before I was born and never thought of herself as Jewish.

My mother had me baptized and educated in Catholic boarding schools, which offered the best possible education, so in effect, I never lived with her. She visited once a month, but I never knew a real family life with two parents and siblings. This is not to say I wasn’t happy. I was always placed in fine institutions.

I can tell you that in 1944, when I was five years old, I awoke to the sounds of heavy traffic outside the school—trucks and buses. It was most unusual. All of a sudden, one of the Paulist sisters scooped me up and threw me into a laundry bin. She covered me with dirty clothes and told me to be quiet. I don’t know how long I was in there. I know I cried and slept, cried and slept. At some point, she pulled me out and hugged me in her arms. I was crying hard and there was nobody around, just the two of us.

“Where did they go?”

“They went on a little outing. They’ll be back soon.”

“Why does everybody get to go on an outing except me?” I was hurt, confused and envious. They never came back, but other children and staff came and replaced them over the next weeks.

(I went back to that school in 1971, but it was gone. I found some older local people and asked them if they knew what happened that day. One of them told me that the Gestapo found out the school was sheltering Jews, Gypsies and Communists, and to teach them a lesson, they deported the lot. That nun must have hidden the both of us during the raid.)

I was a very good student and an altar boy to age seventeen. I was educated by the Don Bosco Order. It’s a very ascetic order. They would give me candies, for example, and I would have to give them out to my friends before I ate any. If there was enough left over for me, fine. If not, I had to be happy that I had the opportunity to make others happy, and not complain that there was no candy for me. It was an exercise in learning selflessness. The monks were very tough.

At seventeen, you have to decide what direction your life will take— trade school, professional school, or priesthood. I wanted to be a missionary. I would go anywhere they sent me, but I would have preferred Indochina. I took my exams in Latin, prayer, theology, and did very well. So I chose divinity school. Before you start, you are given a week’s vacation, because the years ahead will be very rigorous. It’s a last chance to eat fine food, play sports, and just relax. They sent us to Bretagne. One day, we went swimming. We were going to jump from a cliff into the sea. I volunteered to go first, to show everyone what a sport I am. I jumped but I never came up. They waited and waited, and then went in after me. It seems that the water was much shallower than we guessed, and I damaged my back. I woke up in a Catholic clinic in a cast from my neck to my knees. I was there for months in a room with three other boys who couldn’t move for one reason or another. All we could do was talk. One day, we were talking about Communism and one of the boys started to rant and rave, first about Communists, then about the wealthy class and then about Jews. I was very disturbed because the monks had taught us not to malign people, so I spoke up and told him we shouldn’t be having this conversation. “Boy, you sound just like a Jew,” he said.

That remark upset me terribly. What if I’m not a Christian, I thought. Not, what if I’m a Jew. That was not the problem. I was never anti-Semitic, and I never learned anything negative about Jews in school. I just couldn’t get it out of my head. I decided to ask the priest who visited us on Thursdays to hear our confession. I asked him, Father, is it possible I’m a Jew? He couldn’t stop laughing. “You’re in the top tier, one of our best students. Don’t be ridiculous.” I quieted down, but it still bothered me.

When it came time to take our vows, we went to Paris, where Cardinal Tisserant was going to give us a speech. Cardinal Tisserant was an outstanding humanitarian, very prominent in the time of Pius XII. I decided to ask him. “If he confirms that I’m not Jewish, case closed.” The plan was, we were to receive our robe and crucifix, kiss the cardinal’s ring, and go back to the bus. I don’t know what possessed me but I kissed his ring, looked him in the eye, and said, “My name is Marcel Nakache and I have to know if it’s possible that I’m Jewish.”

He answered, “I know your mother, Rita. I saved her from the camps. She is Jewish and so are you.”

Well, the world caved in. How could I now go on and be a priest if I wasn’t even Catholic? I abandoned everything. The cardinal gave me my mother’s address in Nice and told me to go to her. This was to be the first time I would actually live with her. She meant nothing to me in the sense that I didn’t know her at all, but I was very aware that parents are to be respected, and I went. I didn’t tell her that I had abandoned the Church because she was very religious and I didn’t want to upset her. As best I could, I examined other religions, like Confucianism, but nothing spoke to me.

Unknown to me, Cardinal Tisserant contacted the chief rabbi of Nice, Rabbi Saltiel, and advised him to save me. Well, one day I opened the door and there is a very odd looking man—black beard, black clothes, very scary looking, really. He told my mother that he wants to care for me, and he told me privately that it does no good to deny who I am. I told him I couldn’t possibly be Jewish because I’m not circumcised. He took me to Paris, where we went to the archives and found “David Nakache,” my mother’s father. The details matched my family history and I was convinced. I went back to Nice and told my mother I needed an operation. I didn’t tell her what kind, but I had myself circumcised. By coincidence, Dr. Swillinger, the urologist who did the surgery, was also the community mohel [ritual circumciser].

I was enrolled in a study program with some Moroccan Jewish kids on their way to Israel. It was difficult for me. They were so strange—strange looking, strange customs, yelling during prayer and play. I was used to whispers. I learned about Shabbat and kosher food but I couldn’t take the culture shock, so I ran away, back to my mother. She was thrilled to have me and cooked me my favorite meal every Thursday: ham in butter sauce. Well, by then I wasn’t eating pig anymore because I knew Jews did not eat non-kosher food, but I couldn’t hurt her feelings, so I was stuck. At least, though, I could buy kosher wine, which I did. She tasted it and declared it vile.

In January 1959, two months before my twentieth birthday, Rabbi Saltiel told me he would like to send me to Israel. For me, that was the Holy Land, the land of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I was thrilled to accept, without telling the rabbi the real reason for my joy. I sailed from Marseilles to Haifa. Haifa is a port city, built on a mountain. Lower Haifa is the industrial port area, and the residential district sits on the top half of the mountain, making the city famous for its breathtaking view of land and sea.

Once I arrived, I felt moved to recite a chaplet of thanks in a church, but the only Hebrew words I knew were “yes” and “no.” I drew a picture of a church and showed it to a Christian Arab. He pointed up the mountain, and I saw a big white building with a gold dome but no cross. I thought maybe Israel doesn’t put crosses on its churches. I walked up to the Upper City of Haifa and knocked on the door. The white-robed priest spoke French and explained that this was the Bahai Temple, no relation to Catholicism, but he pointed me in the direction of the nearest church, where I gave thanks for my journey. From there I planned to go to the contact Rabbi Saltiel had given me, but it turned out the address was outdated and the occupants had moved away. I was advised to go to a commune, where I could exchange work for room and board.

I went to Kibbutz Gesher, where they assigned me to the pigpen. I was shocked. I knew that pigs were the ultimate symbol of non-kosher food, and I couldn’t understand what was going on. I lasted three days but I just couldn’t take the thought of what I was doing. Not that the work itself bothered me. As an altar boy, my job at Christmastime was to stir the blood of slaughtered pigs so it wouldn’t congeal.

I told Rabbi Saltiel I wanted to go back to France, but he said he had arranged for me to stay at Kibbutz Sde Eliyahu. I said, no, enough kibbutz. I was disappointed by the presence of pigs in a Jewish setting, but he said this was a religious kibbutz and he was certain I would fit in. He put me on a bus to Beit She’an, the closest town, and I got off in pouring rain and mud. It was late Friday afternoon with not a taxi in sight. Luckily, a bus driver spotted me and offered to drive me to within a quarter mile of the kibbutz. I thought he was crazy—what kind of halfway measure of help was this? As long as he’s driving, why not take me all the way? I didn’t understand that it would be inappropriate for him to drive all the way up to the gate of a religious kibbutz on the Sabbath.

When I walked through the gate, I heard singing. It was beautiful, and I walked in that direction. The dining room/synagogue was filled with light and people singing their Sabbath prayers. When I opened the door and they saw my muddy, bedraggled self, the singing stopped. I, to be polite, snatched off my head covering. Well, their jaws dropped even lower because that was the exact opposite of politeness in the company of people who wear skullcaps. A French-speaker named Michael Katz, who is today a close friend, put my cap back on and gave me a prayerbook. I had no idea which end was up because of the Hebrew, so I declined and took out my missal with the picture of Jesus with a big red heart on the cover. They were appalled, but I assured them that this was how I prayed.

A month passed and I still wanted to go home to France, but the kibbutzniks urged me to stay. Little by little I was integrated into religious life. I married a girl whose parents were cofounders of the kibbutz. They had no problem having a son-in-law who grew up thinking he was Catholic. We have five children.

Today I am an observant Jew. If you ask me what I believe, that is a complicated question. I’m a scientist. I see God under the microscope. I see Him in nature. Sometimes I take children on nature walks and we see snails and I say, yum yum! They ask me, can people eat snails? And I say, of course. They are a delicacy. And they ask, but aren’t they nonkosher? And I say, yes, but I ate them before I knew I was Jewish. They look at me with amazement.

To this day, when the congregation is singing “Sim Shalom” in synagogue, I hear in my head the Latin version, “Dona nobis pacem.” That happens with lots of prayers. They’re singing in Hebrew, and I’m hearing a Catholic choir! Those seventeen years are part of me; the values and lessons were inculcated deep down.

In times of crisis, I pray like anyone else. First I ask God for help. If He doesn’t answer, I ask the Devil. Somehow, between the two of them, things have always worked out for me!





Introduction

When the Landmann sisters were teenagers, their parents took them on a family trip to Germany.

When we entered Berlin, our father got so excited. “I lived here during the war,” he said. And then, two blocks later, he said, “And here … And here.” “How could you live in so many places?” we asked him. “Well,” he said, “I only stayed a few days in each place.” A lightbulb went off in my head. “Oh, so … you mean … you’re Jewish? We’re Jewish?” And my father looked at me and said, “Kind of … sure … of course.” My feeling was, “Of course? Wait a minute …”

What is it like to find out you are not who you thought you were? Must you start recreating your self-image? What makes you who you are, your gene pool or your environment? I explored the answers to these questions by interviewing over 160 people who were raised as non-Jews, and at some point in their lives discovered they were of Jewish descent.

Perhaps it is our primal anxiety about identity that evoked such a strong reaction to the Madeleine Albright story. When Albright was named secretary of state, the Washington Post February 1997 coverage mentioned that her parents were Jewish refugees of wartime Czechoslovakia. Albright expressed shock that her parents had been Jewish. She claimed absolutely no prior knowledge. Her protestations produced widespread skepticism. How could a child of European parents have grown up with not a single question about their World War II experiences? And what child does not inquire after her grandparents?

Albright’s denial elicited a storm of emotional responses in the media and in living rooms around the world. Reactions were vehemently polarized, ranging from cynical disbelief to heartfelt sympathy. A large segment of the public said they could tell Albright was Jewish from day one—and if THEY could tell, then SHE should have known herself. Others said that even had she suspected, she could not possibly muster the psychological energy needed to challenge her parents’ portrayal of the truth and risk their displeasure or distress. Following that line of thinking, one of the adoptees I interviewed said, “I understand Albright. If you challenge your parents, you lose your moorings. You’re not in a position to make liars of them, so you repress the contradictions, and eventually your self-image wavers.”

Shortly after the Albright profile was printed, diplomat Richard Holbrook’s wife, journalist Kati Marton, came to their friend Madeleine’s defense in a Newsweek article.1 Marton had had a similar experience. While interviewing a Holocaust survivor in Marton’s native Hungary, the survivor happened to mention that Marton’s grandparents died in the Auschwitz death camp (as had Albright’s maternal grandparents). This revelation took the twenty-nine-year-old Marton completely by surprise, and even when she confronted her parents, they were still reluctant to share their history, even though it was Marton’s history, too.

Marton had been raised as a Catholic, and she had great difficulty understanding why her parents would have withheld defining information from her even after they arrived in America, where they were free to espouse any religious affiliation. She felt entitled to know the factual basis of who she was. Marton, like several of the interviewees in this book, concluded that Holocaust survivors cannot discount the possibility that being Jewish might one day again be dangerous.

“My parents must have thought they were protecting us.” That is a litany often articulated by people who do not want to confront their parents’ timidity or self-hatred, people awed by parents who survived despite impossible odds.

In July, nearly six months after the Washington Post profile, Albright visited the Old Jewish Cemetery of Prague and the Pinkas Synagogue, where she found the names of her paternal grandparents, Olga and Arnost Korbel, listed as victims of the Holocaust along with seventy-seven thousand other Czechs and Slovaks. The Jewish Telegraphic Agency quoted her Jewish tour guide as saying that she had clearly developed “very strong feelings about her Jewish roots.”

This phenomenon of uncovering hidden roots fascinated me, and I determined to do some research. My curiosity had to do with people whose sense of self took a sharp, unexpected U-turn. I could have investigated other permutations of the discovery of fractured identity: finding out you are adopted, finding out your sister is your mother, finding out you are biracial, and so forth. But I was primarily interested in what it is like to find out you are of Jewish descent, probably because when I think of my own identity, I think “Jewish” before I think wife, mother, writer, American, or anything else.

Psychoanalyst Erik Erikson described identity as a “sense of being at one with oneself as one grows and develops, and a sense of affinity with a community’s sense of being at one with its future, as well as its history or mythology.”2 In the ordinary course of identity formation, a person regards his parents as models and mimics their characteristics. If those characteristics eventually conflict with the child’s peer group as he gets older, a crisis ensues. Historian Michael A. Meyer says that every Jew has a crisis of identity as soon as he matures enough to see the differences between Judaism and the surrounding non-Jewish world.3

But my focus for this project was a bit different. Rather than examining the discontinuity between family and society, I would be looking at the disruption that occurs when the familial identification changes retroactively. Simply put, what happens to your sense of self when you find out your parents are not who they said they were?

I placed both an author’s query in the New York Times Book Review and postings on the Internet—on adoption webpages, religious websites, genealogy sites, anywhere and everywhere—seeking people raised as non-Jews who discovered they are of Jewish descent. Over a period of fifteen months, I was in contact with 178 individuals, 166 of whom I interviewed either in person, by telephone, or by mail. By definition, the people who responded are a self-selected group. They are literate enough to be reading the Book Review (forty-six letters, one phone call) and/or able to access the Internet. I located a few interviewees by word of mouth, often through siblings who had contacted me. Not everyone I interviewed was happy to have discovered his Jewish ancestry, so even self-selection did not automatically mean that the respondent had let out a whoop of joy at the news. But it did mean that the discovery had had a genuine impact on the person, enough to want to talk to me about it.

People find out in all sorts of ways about their family background. There are several dramatic scenarios among these interviews—deathbed confessions, drunken revelations, strangers showing up at funerals. Sometimes, just a slip of the tongue—often by a relative—provokes a confrontation. For Sarah Shoshana David, a form letter in the mail set her life on a completely different trajectory.

I was fourteen when Grandma Rose died. Three years later, a letter was forwarded to our house. Her brother Abraham, a ward of the state at Pilgrim State Psychiatric Hospital, needed consent of next of kin for surgery. Abraham Hoffman? Next of kin? Grandma always said she was an only child. Curious about this long-lost relative, my sister and I drove out to the psychiatric facility to meet this man claiming to be Grandma’s youngest brother.

We walked into the day room at the hospital, and there was a man who looked exactly like Grandma. And also looked unmistakably Jewish. After a long conversation that mostly centered on his “remarkable” life story, I asked the obvious: Uncle Abraham, are you Jewish? “Aren’t you?” he answered with a puzzled look. It’s so trite that I hate to say it, but it’s absolutely true: in that moment, huge inexplicable parts of my life made complete and overwhelming sense.

My incredibly Jewish-looking, Brooklyn-born grandmother, Rose, with her unmistakable accent, balabusta [homemaker] cooking (matzo brei, kugel, stuffed peppers), and profound belief in education, learning, social justice, and tzedukah [charity] transmitted to me every bit of her lost culture, in every way but name only. I often think that we, her immediate family, were the only people who didn’t realize she was Jewish. I was always puzzled by how she could ignore Christmas. And how shrimp, bacon, lobster, and clams were bad for her gall bladder.

Rose had married her non-Jewish employer at the turn of the century. Her family pronounced her dead and never spoke to her again. She hid her Jewishness (but not very well, in retrospect) all her life after that. The family believes her husband also did not know.

I spent the next fifteen years in a quest for Jewish identity and Jewish knowledge. I moved to California, started a relationship with my beloved husband, and, shortly thereafter, began formal Jewish adult education. After several more years of study, a beit din [religious tribunal] of Conservative rabbis used the facilities at a local Orthodox shul to welcome me formally back to the congregation of Israel. It was not a conversion, but a rite of return, a ceremony that dates back to the times when the Marranos were forced to practice Christianity. So now, I have been for many years a fully practicing Jew. My identification with the Jewish world is so strong that I often forget the long path I had to take to come here. As my husband has said many times, he’s always known I had a Jewish soul.

People frequently discover their background as a result of genealogy searches through census documents or ship manifests, church and synagogue records, even the telephone book. Sometimes a passport from the Old Country marked “Ivreii” or “Mosaiche” is the giveaway. Twenty-eight-year-old Frasier Collins had only to look in the mirror to know that he had a Jewish parent.

My mother, Carla, lived with Jake, but there was a month-long period when Carla and Jake separated. Carla was pregnant, but it was so early, she didn’t know it. Carla started dating Chris and they had sex. (This was the sixties, time of free love.) The upshot was that Carla didn’t really know who the father of her child (me) was. Jake offered to raise me, but she declined. That was in early 1968. Carla and Chris lived together for about a year. I was born and my mother moved us to another state. We lived with various relatives, including my grandmother in England for a while.

From the age of six and on, I spent my summers with Chris, who I thought was my [non-Jewish] father. So did he. Chris and Jake stayed friends. I remember at age sixteen or seventeen looking in the mirror and thinking, I look Jewish. I’m olive-skinned with dark, curly hair, green eyes, and a generous nose. By the time I turned eighteen, I looked exactly like Jake, who is Jewish. I mean exactly. There were times that Chris, Jake, and I would be together, and people would remark on how much Jake and I looked alike.

That same year, I was spending an evening with my mother and her husband. I was into punk rock then, wearing makeup and experimenting with drugs, staying up all night. My mother was a hippie, so these avenues of exploration didn’t seem outlandish to me, but she apparently wanted to shock me into doing some soul-searching. It worked. Boy, did it work. She told me she was concerned about me, and then she segued into this revelation. She told me that Jake was my biological father, not Chris. She said she had decided she was never going to tell me, but she couldn’t resist. To me that meant she always knew but wasn’t going to tell. But she says she only knew for certain once I started looking so much like Jake.

I responded with emotional blackness. It was all so overwhelming. I moved back to Montana and signed up to take a music course with Jake. I didn’t tell him what my mother had told me, even though she said the whole town knew except for Jake and Chris. Meanwhile, my mother wrote to an old friend in Montana saying, “I know you know all about this. Everyone does.” So the friend went to Jake with it. Jake asked me and I admitted I knew. It had a huge impact on him. He has a son who looks a lot like me, and a daughter who looks a lot like my daughter.

Within a few weeks, Jake approached me and said he wanted to pursue genetic testing. We did. There was a 96 percent likelihood that Jake was my father, and zero percent that Chris could have been. I’m glad we did it. It gave me closure.

The fallout from Carla’s revelation was shocking and painfully disruptive to Frasier, Chris, Jake, and their families. These are not their real names. This being a highly sensitive subject, more than a third of the respondents requested anonymity. Some do not want to be identified as Jews. Several have family members who do not want to be known as Jewish. Many have family members who do not know they are Jewish. A few carried my letter around with them for half a year or more until they gathered the courage to write. They said that the compulsion to speak out eventually overcame the angst of disclosure. On the other hand, four who have not resolved their own feelings about this unsettling development retracted their statements after we had had long talks about their backgrounds.

I heard from people in Eastern and Western Europe, Central America, Australia, New Zealand, and Israel, but by far the largest number of responses came from descendants of the two million Jews who immigrated to America between 1881 and 1920 to escape economic deprivation, political instability, and anti-Semitism. While most of these immigrants maintained, at least for a generation, their religious and cultural ties to Judaism (most settled, for example, in heavily Jewish enclaves like New York’s Lower East Side), their children were often more interested in assimilating into American society than in maintaining their Jewishness. Indeed, because American society was especially receptive to Caucasian, upwardly mobile, second-generation Jews, it was relatively easy for people to hide their Jewishness, to reinvent themselves as nonreligious or as Christians. Sometimes Jewish origins simply fell away, forgotten in the absence of any serious obstacles to assimiliation.

Efforts to “fit in” could take an emotional toll, however. Psychologist Sue Finkelstein, for example, was born in 1929 to parents who had moved to the United States from Hungary after World War I, anxious to suppress their Jewish origins. Sue’s father came from an intellectual family. He had been a mechanical engineer in Hungary but, unable to find employment in his field in America, he became a hairdresser, a compromise he found so shameful that he made his family lie about it. Sue’s mother’s family managed land tracts, and therefore identified with the landed gentry of Hungarian society. And with their anti-Semitism. When she left Hungary, Sue’s mother also left behind every vestige of her Jewishness except, Sue recalls, that she always kept a box of matzo in the back of the kitchen cupboard, which she sometimes crumbled into her coffee. When Sue was eight, the family moved to the only Irish Catholic street in a Jewish section of the Bronx.

The other kids wouldn’t play with me because I was a heathen. I had no religion. I was one of the three kids who showed up to school on Rosh HaShanah [Jewish New Year]. In eighth grade, when we lived in New Jersey, my parents started sending me to the Episcopal Church by myself on Sunday mornings. My mother and I were baptized. The night before the ceremony, my parents went to a party and that was the first time I saw my father so drunk he got sick. That was how he handled the baptism. He just couldn’t stand up to my mother.

When I was belt high, I overheard a conversation in Hungarian among my father, his brother, and a friend. The memory is so clear that I can recall my father’s pocket watch ringing in the middle of their talk. My uncle said, “Well, whatever happens, I’m a Jew.” I don’t think I ever heard that word spoken in Hungarian before. I felt a huge stab of anxiety, but I covered it over. I figured out that they were discussing what they would do under Hitler, whether they would convert or hide. It’s a very searing, forbidden memory, and I almost repressed it.

Years later, as a freshman at Douglass College, I realized that I had two sets of friends: nice WASPy girls from suburban New Jersey, and the daughters of central European Jewish intellectuals. I began to reflect on that. I felt enormously more at home with the Jewish girls. It was a cultural thing. They thought it was hysterical that I’d never seen a bagel. I didn’t know the superficial stuff about being Jewish, but the ideas and principles mattered enormously.

I began to put things together and I finally pressed one of my cousins. He confessed that he was breaking an oath. He felt terrible about it, but I needed to know the truth. I was very shocked, even though I knew. You can’t totally not know. You try hard to accept what you’ve been told but at the same time, your perceptions of these forbidden things are so highly charged that there’s an anxiety level.

It’s not as though the child doesn’t process impressions. I was very anxious when I learned. After a while I became enraged. I was angry at the family conspiracy and furious with the lack of integrity. That’s when all the anti-Semitic stuff rose up in me. I had assimilated that from my mother. Now I had to rethink my view of myself and of other people. I was envious that some people were absolutely clear about who they were and felt comfortable with it. That was not open to me. Not just the Jewish lie, but having to lie about my father’s profession. Having to lie creates self-loathing.

And then there was my mother’s craziness—her sense that she could present herself any way she wanted, and reality would bend to her will. There is something fundamentally not trustworthy about a parent who, for the sake of her own comfort, will deny a child some essential piece of information about who they all are. Once they bend reality, it’s with respect to all kinds of things. As a normal person matures, he realizes his limitations. Not to realize them is an infantile kind of omnipotence. It was clear to me that their choice reflected a lack of integrity. Ironically, that perception saved me, because in reaction, I concluded that whatever it meant to be a Jew, I was one and needed to be.

Sue’s account contains many of the elements common to this phenomenon of uncovered roots: suspicion of the truth, anger at compromised entitlement, anxiety over toxic secrecy, collusion among family members. Sue reversed her parents’ rejection of their heritage and claimed that heritage as her own. But her pain and sense of betrayal at the hands of her parents suggests why, for some, the discovery of Jewish roots is at best a mixed blessing.

Nonetheless, Sue’s reclamation of her Jewish heritage mirrors a growing trend in American society: the desire of people to investigate and discover who they are. The search may be for religious, ethnic, racial, or sexual identity, but in all cases the searcher is looking to develop or confirm personal identity within a larger (and presumably welcoming) community. As anthropologist Otto Maduro suggests, “there might be today in many circles in this country a positive predisposition to find in one’s own possible Jewish roots a way to explain one’s malaise at being just anybody in an anomic, anonymous place.”4 Historian Jonathan Sarna puts it succinctly: “It’s ‘in’ to be Jewish now. People who are discovering they are Jewish are not hiding it.”5

And yet the question remains: what does it mean to be Jewish? Does it mean you subscribe to monotheism and attend bar mitzvah celebrations? Is it eating bagels and voting Democrat? Buying Israel Bonds and crying at Holocaust commemorations? Does being Jewish mean you are of Jewish parentage? If so, which parent? My respondents included people who defined themselves as Jews if only their father was Jewish and people who identified as Jews if only their mother was Jewish, as well as people with two Jewish parents or with only distant Jewish ancestry.

In the view of the Jewish Reform movement, having one Jewish parent gives a child a presumption of Jewish descent, opening the potential for Jewish status to be conferred through “appropriate and timely public and formal acts of identification with the Jewish faith and people.”6 Orthodox and Conservative Judaism, basing their tenets on a Talmudic text,7 define as Jewish anyone born to a Jewish mother and anyone who converts to Judaism according to Jewish law.

But the application of rabbinic law to real-life situations is not always so smooth. Sociologist Anselm Strauss asks, “If a gentile woman marries a Jew and embraces his faith, is she or is she not a Jewess? Suppose that she divorces him but continues to attend synagogue services regularly and raises her children as Jews, is she still Jewish? If he in turn grows unreligious and associates with fewer Jewish people than she does, who is the more Jewish … of the two?”8

Why, for that matter, is a convert to Judaism asked to commit to Jewish practice when a born Jew does not lose her status if she neglects or even renounces her Jewishness? And who gets to ask these questions? Is being Jewish a matter of self-selection? Are you Jewish if you so declare? Or do card-carrying members of the group have to meet the entry criteria of the leadership? More to the point, are you Jewish if you were raised as a non-Jew by parents who hid their Jewishness or were themselves ignorant of it?

Most intriguing for me is a question that emerged when I was deep into the interview phase. What do we learn about the concept of identity from those scores of people who said they were attracted to Judaism well before they discovered their Jewish ancestry? Fourteen of the individuals interviewed felt so strong a pull that they converted before they found out they had Jewish lineage. What is that all about?

The phenomenon of a sense of recognition recurred time and again in my conversations. Many people even used the same terminology: “a lightbulb went off in my head,” “it spoke to me,” “I felt comfortable with the belief system.” People talked about finding resonance in the theology itself. Others spoke of feeling comfortable among Jews, or having a preponderance of Jewish friends. Several described finding Judaism as “coming home.” “It was like looking in a mirror.” To hear Sue Finkelstein tell it, “When I first started attending services, there were parts of the liturgy that moved me to tears in that ‘pintele Yid’ [tiny, inner Jew] sort of way. It was as though I had suddenly found some deeply buried home.”

In the pages that follow are transcripts of my conversations with crypto-Jews (descendants of the Jewish victims of the Spanish Inquisition), hidden children of the Holocaust, children of Holocaust survivors, and adoptees. Rather than paraphrase, I have transcribed words as spoken. Where stream of consciousness obscured clarity, I have transposed sentences. The interviews are positioned between this introduction, which raises the questions I wanted to pursue, and the concluding chapter, which summarizes what I learned in answer to those questions.

Knowing who you are provides insulation against the onslaughts of a random universe. Sharing a common mission, common truth, and common history offers the comfort, even if it is imagined, of having a society of peers, an extended family. The impulse to find one’s context, one’s place in the galaxy is a basic need. That was the subtext to much of what I heard. These interviews give voice to that central element in the human soul.





Crypto-Jews

I remember grandmother taking me to what I thought was a church in Mexico City. We had to sit in the women’s balcony in the back. There was a man leading the chants in a language I had never heard. I remember her saying, “Never forget who you are.” I understand now that it was a synagogue. Later, when I asked my mother what my grandmother meant, she said it was a silly rumor and to put it out of my head. I couldn’t, though.

For Jews the year 1492 recalls more than “Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” It was the year of the Edict of Expulsion from Spain, the apex of the Inquisition, that period when the Jews of Spain and Portugal were given three choices: to convert to Catholicism, leave the Iberian Peninsula, or be killed. Those Jews who would not elect one of those three alternatives created a fourth: to live overtly as Catholics but covertly as crypto-Jews.

While most of the conversions to Catholicism resulted in absorption into the Catholic community, those converts who harbored or were suspected of harboring Jewish allegiance were killed, often at the stake. Many New Christians, as the converts were called, settled in Mexico, Central and Latin America, and the Caribbean. Those converts in Mexico who still practiced Judaism in secret were soon pursued by inquisitors sent from Spain to ferret them out. This time they fled north, to Texas, Colorado, and New Mexico. There they continued to live surreptitiously as Jews but outwardly as Catholics. In July 1997, more than five hundred years after the expulsion from Spain, I met some of their descendants.

The ultimatum to convert or die has been delivered to the Jew so many times that the Jewish response to the issue has become codified. Jewish law requires its adherents to accept death rather than publicly renounce their faith. As a result, an implicit stigma attaches to those unwilling to offer themselves and their spouses and children as sacrifices to a belief. The descendants of the crypto-Jews are sensitive to that stigma.

The sensitivity over this tragic period in history plays itself out even in the nomenclature. It is inappropriate, for example, to refer to such a person as a Marrano, which, while it connotes a Jew who hid his Jewishness, actually means swine in Spanish. Marranos had to be more-Christian-than-Christian in order to escape suspicion, so they would make a show of eating the non-kosher pig. That is the less abrasive explanation for the use of the word. The other possible explanation for applying the word Marrano to Jews in a pejorative sense is because Jews were still reviled even after they converted.

More acceptable is the Hebrew word anusim, which means “those who were forced,” referring to those Jews who converted under duress. Converso simply means “one who converted” and could denote a Jew who converted to Catholicism out of genuine commitment. Those who converted during the Inquisition either embraced their new religion to greater or lesser degree, or they retained Jewish customs sub rosa to the extent possible without being detected. Those latter are called “crypto-Jews.”

One of the places I posted my query was on Sephardic (Spanish Jewish) Web sites. I soon learned that the seventh annual two-day conference of the Society for Crypto-Judaic Studies in Denver was imminent, and I made arrangements to attend. The conference started off with a modest cocktail party. There were small tables scattered about the hotel meeting room, with three or four participants seated at each. When I entered, the room was abuzz with people chatting away. I spotted an empty chair and sat down. We exchanged smiles around the table, and I listened as the two women and one man talked about a photo exhibit of Southwest American gravestones that had either Hebrew lettering or Jewish symbols etched on them. As soon as they reached a natural break in the conversation, the three turned to me.

“Are you here to research your genealogy?” one of the women asked.

“Not really. I’m a freelance writer doing a book on people who discover their hidden heritage. I thought this would be a perfect place to research that topic.”

The only worse thing I could have said would have been that I was the Grand Inquisitor come from Ferdinand and Isabella’s court. They looked at one another and sequentially excused themselves from the table. It was not until the end of the conference that I learned there had been a journalist at the previous year’s gathering who masqueraded as a crypto-Jew (a crypto-crypto-Jew?) in order to gather material for a story. When people who had shared their history with him found out, they felt violated. The truth is, the crypto-Jewish community is very secretive and self-protective. Until I had listened to some of the presentations at the conference, I did not appreciate the fear many of the crypto-Jews still feel today. Once I did, I understood much better the tone of an electronic letter I received in May 1997, two months before the conference, from Maria B. Gonzalez.

Buenos Dias.

Are you sure you want to open this up to all Jews or are you most interested in Askenasim? You see, there are a lot of Sephardic conversos in this country and throughout Latin America and Spain. We can trace our Jewish roots through the most reliable form: the unaltered historical accounts passed down from generation to generation. We are told the truth only after we inquire and piece it together ourselves. The clues were always there; we just had to look.

Only recently have I disclosed my identity for the first time to a close friend. She has been so encouraging that it has given me the courage to approach you. I have, in the past, on many occasions been snubbed and outright rejected by the “white” Jews. That is why I ask if you are interested in including us as part of your research. Please don’t feel obligated in any way. We have been living for the most part unaffected by the stereotypes imposed by “white” Jews.

Sincerely yours, Maria (A Catholic to my priest; a Jew to my rabbi.)

I was surprised and saddened by Maria’s letter. Sephardic Jews, after all, are probably closer in ethnicity to the original Jews who left Egypt and received the Ten Commandments than am I, a blond, blue-eyed descendant of German (Ashkenazic) and Romanian Jews. I wrote back to Maria that I was most certainly interested in her heritage, and she requested that we speak by phone rather than communicate by mail. “I was trained to listen and observe subtleties by my grandmother,” she said. She was skittish at the outset of our conversation, but as she relaxed, she became more discursive, and we ended up talking for quite a while.

I am descended from the Mendez family, believed to be originally from Madrid. There were several families who arrived onto the Mexican coast to the port of Tampico in the mid-1860s. Three of those families were related to one another: the names were Mendez, Vargas, Perez. According to the book entitled A History of the Marranos by Cecil Roth, both Mendez and Perez are Sephardic Hebrew names. It was these three families who founded the town of Salem in Mexico. I’ve always wondered if that’s related to Shalom or Salaam.

We go back to fifteenth-century Spain and earlier. Some of us were exiled, some killed, some survived. Much of our history has been lost, but there are stories that were passed down by word of mouth. By the time I got to high school, I noticed that our family was different.

I was raised Catholic. I was baptized, went to church, got communion. My grandmother lived on a farm in Mexico. I stayed with her when I was a child. She had animals and would hire men to kill them when she needed meat. There was something special about the killing. She insisted that they kill them very fast so the animal would not suffer. Once it was killed, the animal had to be propped up by its hind legs until all the blood had drained into the ground, which I now know is related to Jewish kosher laws. To this day I cannot eat rare steak, it’s so ingrained in me not to eat blood. In Mexico our family wasn’t allowed to eat blood sausages, even though they are very popular. We never ate cheese and meat together, like everybody else. I thought it was just my grandmother’s peculiarity. Now I know that Jews don’t mix milk and meat. We were not allowed to eat the tail or hind part of the animal; it was considered filthy.1

Many of the kosher laws got confused because of the length of time they had to keep them repressed. Like, when visitors left, my grandmother would boil the pots and silverware. She had separate pots for each different kind of food. It was her attempt to keep kosher. They made me wash my hands a lot, especially before eating, like traditional Jews do. We never ate shellfish. Grandmother said it was because they were bottom feeders. We swept dirt to the middle of the floor instead of pushing it out the front door.2 Grandmother lit candles on Friday night. We never married outsiders, only second or third cousins and people from certain families, and the first-born son was always given the name of his father, making the name traceable for centuries.

My mother was promised to the son of one of the other chosen families. Because she married someone else, she dishonored the family when she dishonored the agreement. They didn’t want to accept me, but they did, on the condition that I would live with my grandmother and she would teach me the family customs. Our family reads between the lines about everything. There is a tremendous fear of discovery. I was shown a lot of the customs, but they were never explained. I don’t think they knew they were Jewish customs. Anyway, we were so Catholic, you wouldn’t believe it. We were almost obsessed with Catholicism.

When I made Jewish friends growing up, they kept asking me if I was Jewish. I remember in high school they showed us some concentration camp footage, and I felt like I’d been stabbed in the heart. That didn’t happen with the Japanese internment films or the other war films. There was something about the Jews being killed that felt personal. I had never felt a pain like that. I’ve never told this to anyone. I’ve thought about it a lot. Maybe there is something transmitted genetically. I’ve always felt a comfort level around Jews that I couldn’t understand.

Finally, many years later, I felt compelled to find out why I was so different. I talked to a Sephardic rabbi who pieced my story together. He looked like me, he talked like me. In Mexico, when amongst ourselves, my family spoke some words and phrases that are an ancient form of Spanish. They also spoke some Catalan. When that rabbi spoke Ladino [Hebraic Spanish], I was able to understand him. The more I knew, the more I wanted to know. I even went to Spain and found the areas my family fled to when they left Madrid. I found the village my mother’s family came from in Catalonia, north of Barcelona.

My cousins don’t want to know about our heritage and my mother considers it ancient history. The only thing they have preserved of Judaism besides the customs is the belief that there is only one God, and that Jesus was a son of God but not God himself. That’s a big difference from Christianity, which believes that Jesus was divine.

When my friends would ask if I’m Jewish, I would say “no,” because Judaism is a religion and I wasn’t raised a Jew. I don’t talk about my background much. I can’t explain the fear, but it’s almost like an instinct. It was very scary to find out I belong to people who were persecuted, but I’m also curious. I want to learn about Judaism, but at my own pace. I’ve learned some good things from Catholicism and from Judaism. I can’t say which I would choose.

Maria’s recital of her history contains many of the components described by anthropology professor Seth Kunin.3 Kunin divides the crypto-Jewish community into four categories: (1) people who practice Jewish rituals, self-identify as Jews, and hold Jewish beliefs (such as monotheism); (2) people who have been told or have discovered through genealogy searches that they are Jewish; (3) people with Jewish customs in their family, but who consider themselves non-Jews; and (4) people who have none of the three criteria (practice, identity, beliefs), but feel themselves to be Jewish.

In a discussion of whether Jewishness is an attained or an ascribed status, crypto-Jews offer a fascinating model. Those crypto-Jews who are told by their parents that the family is Jewish, or discover as much when they research their roots, are defining themselves genealogically (by descent). Those who identify as Jews on the basis of their customs or beliefs, or simply by virtue of “feeling Jewish” would fall into the “consent” category. And to ratchet the complexity up a notch, it is worth noting that the two often overlap, for instance, in people who discover their Jewish lineage and then figure out retroactively that the family emphasis on the Ten Commandments was Jewish as well.

I was glad that Maria opened up during our conversation, and it was not until two months later at the conference that I appreciated just how much of an effort it must have taken for her to do so. The opening conference remarks were delivered by Esmeralda T., a fortyish woman with very straight dark hair, a tailored pants suit, and no-nonsense shoes that matched her demeanor. She ascended to the podium with an assertive stride, a stride that announced her intensity.

I participate in crypto-Judaic matters despite the jeopardy it puts my family in. I don’t reveal details about our background, but I know that people like myself need guidance and I am committed to give them whatever help I can, just as I have been helped to recover my genealogy.

She went on to read a letter from a woman desperate to find relatives, her aunt having contracted a Jewish genetic blood disease. That disease was the first clue the family had of its Jewish ancestry. Toward the end of the emotional letter, Esmeralda broke down in tears. “This is why I do what I do,” she said in conclusion, unable to continue.

I still had difficulty absorbing the idea of actual danger befalling people who revealed their Jewish heritage, but it became clearer the following day, when Margarita Hernandez read some of her poetry on the subject of recapturing lost identity. I recognized her as one of the women who had left the table two nights before when I introduced myself. She had a striking appearance—a pale white complexion, contrasted by black hair and deep plum lipstick. To introduce her work, she talked about her life. Even her prose had the dreamy quality of poetry.

My family has lived in an adobe house in New Mexico since 1850. My mother is Presbyterian. My father is a pseudo-Catholic. His credo is the Ten Commandments. We were raised differently than our neighbors. Why? Who am I? Why am I different?

I have two sisters and a brother. Three years ago we began to discover our Jewish identity. Now what? We have three problems. First of all, three of us felt the urge to pursue our heritage, and the fourth remains a fundamentalist Christian. We don’t want this new information to create a family rift.

Second, imagine what happens to a person who announces his Jewishness at work. It can be very difficult, to say the least. I was interviewing for a job two weeks ago. When the personnel director looked at my résumé, she asked, why do you belong to so many Jewish groups? I didn’t get the job.

Third, how many Hispanos are prepared to self-declare? You become an oddity.

I look at the landscape of horizon, cactus, sky, and I wonder—who am I? Where am I going? Why did my people come here? How do I tell others and whom do I tell? Why should I give an interview to a stranger who knows nothing about me? Nothing about us?

Among the conference presenters was David Gitlitz, who delivered a historical overview of the period.4 Gitlitz cited a fascinating statistic, that almost everyone of Spanish or Portuguese descent is likely to have some Jewish ancestry. Nevertheless, he cautioned that there are significant difficulties in tracing a clear line of crypto-Jewish roots. For one thing, Gitlitz has little faith in the use of surnames as an indicator because Jews had to discard typically Jewish names in order to escape suspicion or persecution. Furthermore, with no Jewish models to learn from, no books or artifacts, the transmission of Judaism suffered. Being Jewish became more a matter of intent than action.

There has been so much interaction over the centuries with the surrounding non-Jewish community, and so much variation in beliefs and customs that the legitimacy of crypto-Judaism is clouded. After centuries of intermarriage and cultural assimilation, how can anyone be sure that crypto-Jews are descended from Jewish ancestors in an unbroken chain? Add to that a motif of self-imposed secrecy, even between parents and children, and the problem is compounded. If parents were afraid to follow Jewish practices or tell their children the family is Jewish, how Jewish can the family remain, especially through the generations? Doubts about their authenticity make their reentry into the Jewish mainstream a challenging proposition.

The issue of legitimacy is laced with bitterness. Today’s crypto-Jewish descendants’ pride is injured when their heritage is viewed as suspect. After all the pain our ancestors suffered at the hands of the Catholic Church, they protest, we now have to endure the suspicion of our own people?

As I was rushing out of the final conference session to catch my plane home, an attractive silver-haired woman with cornflower blue eyes tugged at my sleeve and whispered, “I’m Miriam.” I tried hard to place her but she could see from my befuddled look that I could not. “I sent you an email.” I still did not know who she was. “Ah! Miriam! I’m so glad you introduced yourself. Thank you. I’m sorry that I have to run, but it’s wonderful to meet you.” I looked up her correspondence when I got home. And I really was glad that she introduced herself.

When I was twelve years old, my grandfather, George Ramus (originally Ramos), told me that he was an English Sephardic Jew. It made quite an impression on me. In college I took a course in Judaism given by a rabbi. It explained many things to me. I was raised Catholic but when I was about twenty-nine years old, I decided I could not be Catholic anymore. I always felt as if I didn’t quite belong in Catholicism or Christianity.

Recently I have been researching my grandfather’s genealogical roots, and have been visiting a Sephardic synagogue. I enjoy the service and feel stirred in my heart.

Last January I changed my name from Mary Wagoner to Miriam Ramos. My husband, Richard, goes to synagogue with me and is very supportive.

I believe I inherited “tissue memory” or genes from this side of my family. I have many interests and traits similar to my grandfather’s family. I sincerely identify with my Jewish roots. I honor and revere them; but I just don’t know what I will do at this point. I guess I will continue to reflect on this and read the different books I have collected on Judaism.

This is about all. I didn’t expect to write this much.

Sincerely, Miriam Ramos.

I wrote back to Miriam after the conference and she shared more details with me about her grandfather, details that were not possibly but definitely Jewish.

I was raised Roman Catholic, as was my mother and her mother, my grandfather’s wife. When I was twelve, I saw my grandfather facing the window, hand on head and speaking softly in a foreign language. In reply to my question, he told me it was Hebrew and that he was praying. I asked him why and he responded, “Because I’m a Jew!” I ran home to my mother and announced that Grandpa was Jewish. She didn’t seem amazed and cautioned me not to tell anyone just then.

Grandpa’s dishes were kept separate from ours. He never ate pork, and when I asked about it, I was told “Grandpa doesn’t like it.” The answer was curt and I knew, in my child’s way, that there was more to it.

My grandfather never criticized Catholicism nor emphasized his being Jewish for the remaining eight years I knew him. He was a fine, moral, soft-spoken man, whose honesty and reliability was never questioned. The more I looked at photos, read his poetry, thought of him and the events in his life, the stories he told me about his own family, their interests, values, and artistry, the more I recognized my genetic heritage. I cherish the knowledge that I am part Jewish.

Another person who became more expansive with me after the conference was the poet Margarita Hernandez, whom I telephoned a few weeks following my return. Although it has been five years since she discovered her roots, Margarita is still enthusiastic about her find. I shared with her my initial confusion at the reluctance of crypto-Jews to “come out.” She told me that even though she writes newspaper articles about her history, she is still anxious.

We’re not accepted. One of my dad’s relatives had his headstone burnt. And when we wandered onto some property that used to belong to my dad, the current owner shooed us off. I thought he might have been about to pull a gun on us. There was a definite atmosphere of danger and imminent physical harm. We were known to be “different,” and if they had realized exactly why, it would have been a lot worse.

We had customs that were unlike our neighbors’. My grandmother would throw an egg in the garbage if it had a blood spot in the yolk, which I now know is a kosher law. We would burn our fingernail clippings in the stove, another Jewish law. Around Passover, during Semana Santa [Holy Week], we would eat quelites [lambsquarters], and we would have a special meal. During the year, when we baked bread, we would take off a piece and burn it—another Jewish practice. And for forty days after childbirth, women were considered unapproachable. Now that’s straight out of the Pentateuch! It blew me away when I realized that!

Growing up, we didn’t go to church. Our parents sent us to a nondenominational school whose foundation was the Ten Commandments and good deeds. When I was in junior high, the civil rights movement was in full swing, and I remember telling my grandfather proudly, “We’re Chicanos.” He was a very mild man. I never saw him angry or upset, but he was that day. He took down his father’s Spanish-language journal from 1893, and showed it to me. “We’re Spaniards. Never forget.” I had seen the journal before, but this time it was pivotal for me. I started to do research and by my early twenties I had traced our family back to Cordoba and Medina.

Five years ago, our family gathered for a wedding. By then my suspicions were very strong. I had done a lot of reading on the Jews of New Spain and I decided I must tell my siblings. Well, my sister’s reaction was, “Are you just figuring that out now? Haven’t you thought about the way we grew up? In high school, my Spanish teacher asked where we’re from. I told her we’re from northern New Mexico. She said, ‘You’re one of those Sephardic Jews who ran away with Columbus.’” My sister couldn’t believe how slow I was in realizing our connection. She continued, “I remember drawing a picture of the Morada, the Catholic chapel. I drew a crucifix and, I don’t know why, but I also drew a Star of David. When Mom saw it, she said, ‘You shouldn’t draw that. It’s the holy symbol.’”

My brother’s reaction just shocked me to pieces. He opened the top button of his shirt and showed me his Star of David necklace! He said he hadn’t felt Hispanic since eighth grade. And he told me he had studied everything he could get his hands on about the Holocaust.

When I talked to my aunt, she said, “Oh, honey, we know, but we’ve been Catholic so long.” There’s a lot of family discomfort around this subject. Nobody wants to invite social ostracism. Many family members belong to the Penitentes group. It’s an offshoot of the Catholic Church, supposedly. When a person dies, for example, they have a brotherhood that washes the body and wraps it in white linen. They bury it in a pine box. The night before the burial, the brotherhood (or sisterhood, if it’s a woman) holds a vigil until the funeral. All of that is exactly in keeping with Jewish tradition.

It’s sad that my siblings and I hadn’t spoken of this until we were in our forties. It was such a healing moment. It was like there had been a hole inside us. It’s taken me a long time, but now I see things more clearly. It’s like there’s a genetic coding.

The Denver conference was primarily academic. When I returned home and resumed my interviews, their tone reverted to the more personal. One of the warmest, most cheerful correspondences I had was with Rogelio B. Amaral, who was very generous in his use of exclamation points and romantic reminiscences. After the first few paragraphs, I pictured him as a mustachioed Latin lover, and my inner ear heard his letters in a Spanish accent. I had seen his posting on the Internet indicating that he was researching his background, so I wrote to him offering some genealogy Web sites that might be helpful.

Hello, Barbara! My name is Rogelio B. Amaral. I run an orphanage with twenty-one kids from an Austrian institution called SOS Kinderdorf International. My mother’s maiden name was Elena Barragan. I just discovered that my mother’s family came from a Sephardi family of conversos established in San Luis Potosi, Mexico, in the late sixteenth century. All I know is that her family originally came from Toledo, Spain.

Most of my family have been raised as Christians, but our names are Jewish! Abraham, Isaiah, Zacarias, Elias; and all the women in our family are given names like Sarah, Ruth, Miriam, Isabel, etc. My father, against my mother’s wishes, gave the name Rogelio to me. She had chosen the name Jared. Many of our celebrations coincide with Jewish holidays. Uncle Abraham always killed a tender goat called “cabrito” during the Easter festivities. He said it was to commemorate when the Patriarch was ordered to kill his eldest son and ended up offering a tenderling instead. The knife was blessed before the killing and the meat was cut with precision. (Now I know about the kosher laws.) I wondered what was the meaning of that and asked around. The neighbors told me my uncle was a little nutty. Ha, ha. Now I know!! Another thing: we do not eat pork. No Sir! And: all of our men are circumcised. My mother never explained to me why. She just told me it was for practical purposes. (I still wonder what she meant by “practical,” ha, ha!!)

I feel very comfortable thinking about myself as a Jew, although I am not religious at all. This might be the only reason that has kept me from making the alijah [move] to Israel. I don’t know what to do about that. At fifty-one, it may not be a very wise move to think about going to Israel. And being a secular Jew is not very well recommended there nowadays, ha, ha … After receiving your letter, I would like to make contact with you because I’m really interested in finding my origins. My aunts and uncles are dead, and my cousins don’t care about this, really. Half of them are Catholic, the rest left that faith and went to the Protestant (Pentecostal) side.

I wrote back to Rogelio asking him how he discovered his mother’s Sephardic background. Was it surprising?

Hello Barbara!

Shalom aleijem! Five years ago, when I was the principal in a high school run by the Salesian order, a Catholic priest named Juan de la Fuente Burton told me if I knew the origin of my mother’s last name, Barragan. I told him I knew it was from Aragon in Spain. He laughed when he told me that I was far from my site of origin. He told me about the expulsion and about Toledo, the place he said was the real location of my family’s origin. He told me he knew my grandfather and most of the Barragans in the region. In his opinion they were all conversos. I thought about my mother’s physical appearance—the curly hair, the nose … it was so obvious!!! It was like a spark. Like if a curtain opened and a whole scenario appeared in front of me. There we were, after so many years since the moment of departure from our beloved “Sepharad.” Yet, I don’t regret our Christianity, because Jesus was a Jew after all! Ha, ha … and there we were mixing both legacies, which I embrace proudly. What is your opinion about this, Barbara? Could I be a true Sefardi Jew? Ha, ha …

Hugs, Rogelio Amaral

I told Rogelio his letters were fascinating and I thanked him for being so open. I asked him whether he had been a religious Catholic beforehand.

Yes, I was. I met Father de la Fuente in the Seminary. I was bound to be a Salesian priest, provided I finished my studies. I left the seminary because of two reasons: First, because of a lovely girl called Carmen … ha, ha … Second, because of my recently discovered Jewishness. When Father Burton told me about my Jewish background, it felt as natural as could be. All the pieces fell into place. You see what I’m talking about? Eventually I became an agnostic.

Rogelio’s correspondence with me was lighthearted in tone, but not at all lightweight. I took very seriously every detail people shared. I regarded their revelations as a sacred trust, and so, when Joe Zavala contacted me with his startling story, I tried hard to understand his mindset, much as I was inclined to be skeptical. He spoke in a deep voice with a Texas twang, and needed no prompting.

My dad comes from a Spanish family on his father’s side. There was bad blood between my father and his mother. They didn’t talk for years, until she was on her deathbed.

Our family name was originally de Zavala. I found out we have roots in Montenegro, in the Yugoslav Republic. The family went from Yugoslavia to Spain. De Zavala is also a prominent name in Texas. Lorenzo de Zavala, originally from Mexico, was the first vice president of the Republic of Texas.

I always favored Jews. As a kid I wanted to go to summer camp with my Jewish friends. My grandfather died when my dad was young, and a lot of customs in the family were lost. My dad was brought up Catholic. From my recent studies, I figured out why: the Spanish Inquisition.

The Zavalas are believers in Christ. I was worship leader at our base chapel in Germany. We go wherever God leads us. Nine months ago, God spoke to me and said, find a Messianic congregation.5 So one Friday night I went. The rabbi-pastor said, “Hey, I’ve done a study of Sephardic Jews, and Zavala is a very Jewish name. It’s from the Hebrew: gold of God.” When I told my dad, he said, “Oh yeah? So where’s all our money?”

I was shocked to hear about the Jewish connection. It was a real bombshell. Now I had a struggle. What do I do? Do I follow a new path? Or stay what I am? Then God spoke to me again. Be yourself, He said. That gave me peace of mind. I’ve been studying Messianic Judaism ever since, and when I have a question, I ask our rabbi-pastor. Some of the Jewish traditions give me problems, but then I look into them and find a resolution. My rabbi-pastor told me, “You’re fulfilling a prophecy of the dispersed coming back together. You’re finding lost Jews and bringing them back.”

Some months later, I wrote to Joe about a Web site that mentioned Zavala as a crypto-Jewish name, and he wrote back to say that he had found some possible Jewish ancestry on his mother’s side of the family. The last thing he wrote was, “Take care and be blessed,” which I heartily reciprocated.

Fifty-two-year-old Charlene Neely saw my posting on the Kulanu website. Kulanu (Hebrew for “all of us”) is an American organization that studies and maintains contact with Jewish descendants from Portugal and Spain. Unlike Joe Zavala, who sought to combine his dual heritages, Charlene chose between the two.

Having converted to Judaism as a teenager, decades before she discovered her Jewish roots, Charlene gives the sense of being entirely comfortable with her identity. She did not regard her discovery as a form of validation, because she already felt legitimately Jewish. But she has used it as a tool to convince Jews to be proud of their heritage.

I was born in L.A., but we moved to San Diego when I was five. My father is from Cornwall, England, and my mother’s was among the first thirteen families to settle New Mexico. They were from Gallegos in Galician northern Spain. We had an Old World value system, a strong sense of being part of an ethnic group. But things were not so wonderful in California if you were Hispanic. I remember hearing my parents talk about a petition against them when they wanted to build a house in Long Beach, because the neighbors thought my mother was Mexican. I grew up aware of that prejudice.

Neither of my parents was Jewish. My father was a non-practicing Protestant, and my mother was from a strong Catholic family. When she married out of the faith, the Church tossed her out. We didn’t have any religion in the house except that my mother expressed a strong feeling of one God. Jesus was never part of it. She taught us to do good to our fellow human beings, and she stressed education. Of twenty-nine cousins, I’m the only girl with a college degree.

At thirteen, I felt there was a spiritual hole in my life. I started asking my friends if I could go to services with them. I went to all kinds, but each felt uncomfortable because I didn’t believe in Jesus. It made no sense to me, and I was brought up not to close my mind.

At the beginning of sophomore year, my mother said, why not ask Susie to take you to synagogue? Susie’s response was, “Are you out of your mind?” as if to say, why would anyone in their right mind want to be Jewish if they didn’t have to? But the minute I walked in, it was like, holy smokes. This was home. This was people caring about each other, welcoming each other, hugging! Imagine a church: you walk in, you shut up, and you pray. Our problem as Jews is, you walk into the synagogue and you never stop talking! The pronouns in the service struck me, too. Christian prayer has to do with the singular: MY personal salvation. “I” and “me” are all over the service. In the synagogue, everything was “our” and “we.” There was a sense of community, responsibility. And family was predominantly part of Jewish theology and life. You’re not alone.

I went to talk to the rabbi. So did my parents. I started meeting with him weekly. I even went to confirmation class with kids my age. I studied all sophomore year, and in June, at age fifteen, I converted.

When I got married, my mother’s mother danced with the rabbi. She laughed and said, “Maybe I’m Jewish, too.” I thought, wow, how supportive. I became a Jewish educator, very involved in the Jewish community. When my younger son had to do a family tree for school, we researched the archives on my mother’s side. We went back four hundred years, and found a relative who came to the New World in 1541. We found names like David, Daniel, Abram, Jakovo. My mother’s family tree was more like a bush! So much inbreeding. It was mind-blowing. She and I are third cousins. Everyone within ninety miles is a cousin. We have a complete organ donor strip in New Mexico!

When I read [New Mexico’s state historian] Dr. Stanley Hordes’s articles on crypto-Jews, I was engulfed by the implications. It’s not like there was one “smoking mezuzah,” but there were lots of little clues. Some I came on simply by asking my mother questions. Just last year she mentioned that her family never ate pork. She thought it was because it was too expensive. Her mother lit candles in the bedroom every Friday night. I thought it was a Catholic thing. I never connected it to my Shabbat candles until I read Hordes.

It’s a big responsibility: five hundred years and now I find myself home. There are layers of Catholicism over the Judaism, and when you become Jewish you have to set them aside, which is difficult, because those layers are what kept you alive for five centuries.

I dislike when converts are called “Jews by choice.” What are born Jews? Jews-by-force? It’s important to me that people realize: if you become Jewish, you have to do it in its totality. It’s hard enough being accepted by the Jewish community when you convert. You can’t make a half-hearted commitment and expect to be welcomed.

There’s something intrinsically powerful about Judaism. Finding my roots doesn’t make me feel more Jewish. I’m glad I converted long before I discovered my background. The only reason I tell my story is so Jews won’t turn their backs on converts who marry in. On the one hand, the Jewish community alienates them, and on the other, they bemoan the intermarriage rate. Hey, why not try to kill yourself twice?! Be sensitive to the intrinsic value of Judaism. That’s my message. Let’s not shortchange who we are. You can be away five hundred years and then come home.

The same sense of a fevered search that I observed at the conference of the Society for Crypto-Judaic Studies exists on the discussion group Anusim, the busiest of all my email subscriptions. Every day I open my program to find a multitude of letters describing family names or rituals, and asking whether these could be evidence of a crypto-Jewish past. Speaking at the conference, psychiatrist David Kazazz said he founded the Resource Center for Crypto-Jews with Seth Ward of the Center for Judaic Studies at the University of Denver, for people engaged in a search. He sympathized with their need for completeness. He noted that the issue of personal research is not exclusive to Jews or adoptees but to anyone with a truncated sense of self. “They could be Gypsies, they could be anything. But they need to know who they are.” The Center gets one or two calls each week from people asking whether they might be descended from conversos.

Nan Rubin, project director of the documentary Hidden Jews of New Mexico, says National Public Radio was inundated by phone calls after its 1987 broadcast of “Search for the Buried Past.” That twelve-minute piece, which was repeated in 1992, elicited the most mail NPR had ever received to date. According to Rubin, people think of crypto-Jews as exotics huddled in an adobe, waiting to be Judaized. The real reason these stories resonate is not because they are romanticized, she says, but because “people are drawn to identity issues.”

Not all the crypto-Jews I interviewed live in the southwest United States. The others were equally intent on locating their roots and establishing their identity, but with a major difference—the crypto-Jewish descendants in places other than the American Southwest were not wrapped in that mantle of fear. Perhaps because their grandparents had not been hunted down in Mexico, or because they did not live in overwhelmingly Catholic communities, these others spoke more freely about their newly discovered past.

Unlike the people I met at the Crypto-Judaic Studies conference, Sophia’s family hailed from Sicily, one of the havens temporarily opened to Jews fleeing the Spanish Inquisition. I had called Sophia, a fifty-year-old professor of philosophy, in May 1997, when the rabbi who converted her to Judaism gave me her name. While I was in Denver meeting crypto-Jews, Sophia was in Italy meeting her cousins for the first time. When I spoke to her in May, she was preparing for that trip.

My parents are American-born. My mother’s parents are from Sicily, my father’s mother is a New Yorker, and my father’s father is from Florence. I was sent to Catholic school, but my parents never went to church, which at the time I thought was hypocritical.

I met my husband in 1975, but we didn’t get serious until three years later. His parents are Jewish, but, as good Trotskyites, brought him up with absolutely no religion. On Passover, for example, they had no Seder, but they’d eat matzo balls with their dinner. That was it. In 1978, he started thinking about religion. He decided he wanted me to become Jewish so our kids would be Jewish. That was fine with me. He didn’t really believe in God so it wasn’t as though I had to commit to much of anything. We took a twelve-week course at Hebrew Union College, and decided to join a Reconstructionist temple. The rabbi got to know me and felt I would find a Conservative conversion more meaningful, so I went to study with Rabbi Stephen Lerner. We developed a very special relationship. We’re both academics, so we had many fascinating conversations. The four classes I took with him were more anecdotal than rigorous, though he assigned me reading material. He had me light Friday night candles, eat kosher meat, things like that. In the back of my mind, I was thinking: my grandmother used to do these things—soak meat in salted water, broil steak on a separate grill, refuse to eat seafood.

My mother was a very busy woman, so I practically lived with my grandparents. They spoke Italian but understood English. They called me their daughter, not their granddaughter. Grandmother used to pull the shades down on Friday night and light candles in front of statues of saints. I remember her striking the match and telling me, “this is for after you pull the shades.” When I learned about Shabbat candles, it was like a light went off in my head. She was very old when she met my husband. “Is he Jewish? Okay.” I even remember her teaching me to sweep toward the middle of the room, like crypto-Jews did.

Grandmother’s name was Annamaria. She came from Castelbuono, a town of refuge in 1492. Jews were given an extra year to stay there. All the names in Castelbuono are Anna. I have cousins named Anna. My mother’s name is Annette. I’m going there this summer to look at tombstones and read church records. There has always been a priest in my family.6 Grandmother said our women had to marry within the family, and the priest would tell them whom to marry. She herself married out of the family. She got away with it because she was her father’s favorite. Grandfather worked for her father, and they fell in love. Besides, her father had already “given” a daughter to the family, so that made it easier for her to marry out.

When I converted to Judaism, I felt as if I’d never been anything else. My husband and I are very active in our synagogue now. Our parents have been very supportive. We have a big Seder every Passover. I feel my life has brought me to a position where I can interpret all these items that by themselves don’t signify anything but when they are added up paint a picture. I feel I’ve received a message: Nobody said kaddish [the Jewish mourner’s prayer] for this family for five hundred years. This will be my project. I’m going to find a way to memorialize them.

At summer’s end, I wrote to Sophia to ask how her trip had been.

I’m going back in January to see my new family again. I met more than one hundred people I’m related to. My grandmother is a legendary figure in the family for her beauty, kindness, gentleness, and love for my grandfather, which is exactly how I remember her. Everything was as she said, only better—I couldn’t have even imagined it.

Unfortunately, the church and castle where the records are kept were closed for renovation. I learned a great deal, though, about family surnames and customs, and am even more convinced that the family was crypto-Jewish.

The Jamaicans I spoke with fit more into the category of people who “feel Jewish.” Small wonder, considering Jamaica’s eclectic Jewish history. In The Secret Jews, Joachim Prinz describes Jamaican crypto-Jewry in a section on international commerce.

Others settled in the West Indian archipelago and became deeply involved in the newly developing sugar trade. In the seventeenth century the European settlers, on the island of Barbados, were mainly Marranos who had emigrated from Holland after converting to Judaism … In British Jamaica, the Jews were active in the cultivation and refining of sugar, and they were so valuable to the economy that when some Christian merchants asked the governor in 1681 to exclude the Jews, their petition was rejected.7

In successive centuries, Jews arrived from both Sephardic (Brazil, Curacao) and Ashkenazic (Bordeaux, Bayonne, Amsterdam) communities. There was considerable intermarriage, such that a large percentage of the Jamaican population is thought to have Jewish ancestry. The possibility is strong; the certainty is elusive.

Physician Anthony Leigh MacFarlane lives in Canada now, but his baritone has retained a trace of its Jamaican musicality, those liquid ls and the drawn-out “ah” sound for a: Jah-may-kah. Tony showed me a photo of his father. But for the intervening years, they could be identical twins. Those are strong genes. And the picture of his father’s Jewish mother showed what could have been a fraternal twin, so alike are the features. All three share a café-au-lait complexion, wide nose, curly gray hair, eyes that home in on their target with an encompassing intelligence. As we walked to the subway, Tony maneuvered himself to the street side of the sidewalk in a chivalrous gesture that I have not seen in decades. A gentleman and a gentle man, in speech and action.

My father was the illegitimate son of Alexander MacFarlane and Agatha Mendes, my Jewish grandmother. MacFarlane’s wife was sick. He was going to marry Agatha after his wife died, but he himself died soon after. People used to tell me my grandmother was Jewish, but I had no idea what it meant. I asked my non-Jewish grandmother and she said, “The Jews are a proud, stiff-necked people.” The tone of the message said: This subject is taboo and they are not nice people.

Jamaica is a plantation society. It was very structured. The owner was the absolute boss. Then there were house slaves, field slaves, and intermediate functionaries. That’s why even today, it’s difficult to get certain kinds of information. Jamaicans are bred with a need to keep secrets. Slaves didn’t want the masters to know what they were doing, and the master didn’t want the slaves to acquire knowledge. That’s the background you need to understand my family history.

My grandmother paid for my education, something she highly valued. I was taught by Jesuits. They discouraged me from pursuing higher education, but by 1957, I was in university. Two years later, I came to Canada for a ten-week vacation. At that time I was a practicing Roman Catholic. I figured I’d spend some time in New York before going back to school. I traveled by bus, and this one time I sat next to a guy who started chatting. After fifteen minutes we exchanged names.

“I’m Irving Goldstein.”

“What kind of name is that?”

“I’m Jewish.”

“Jewish? My grandmother was Jewish. What’s a Jew?”

When I got back to Hamilton, I ran into a girl I knew. She said, “What did you do this summer?” I said, “I met a Jew.” She said, “Big deal. I’m Jewish, too. Want to come to synagogue with me?”

I went and soon realized I was much more comfortable in the synagogue than I ever was in a church. I received a lot of dinner invitations and was exposed to highly intellectual conversation. One day I took a look at the Encyclopedia Judaica. There were six pages on the Mendes family. That was my validation. It was the first time I heard the word Sephardic. I started reading like crazy: Exodus, William Shirer, The Last of the Just. It’s in the blood. I can’t otherwise explain my drive to know my background.

Just before it came time for me to go back to Jamaica, I asked the rabbi to convert me, which he did. After my medical training, I established a practice in Canada. Today I am president of the Reform congregation I belong to.

When I was about nine, on the plantation, I read a book about a royal child who was substituted for a commoner, his exact look-alike. Mark Twain was it? I always felt different when I was at the Jesuit school. I used to put that down to the fact that I came from the “country.” I experienced a strong conviction that I was in the wrong place, that I wasn’t recognized as who I should be. I have since learned that this is a common phenomenon among children, but with the reconnection to my Spanish-Portuguese roots, I had the distinct feeling that I had come into my true identity.

The authenticity of crypto-Jews was not my focus; my concern was the experiences and reactions of those individuals who discovered or suspected they were descended from Jewish victims of the Inquisition. They were tenacious in their quest to establish their identity. Once they made the connection to the past, the experience of their fore-fathers was very real and meaningful to them. How they got to that understanding—whether through culture, genealogy, or inner drive (consent or descent)—made little difference to them. What mattered was knowing who they were and where they came from.
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