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ANTI-SEMITISM IN MARTINIQUE IN THE
17th CENTURY
Most Jewish scholars wnting on the modern era treat world
Jewry as compnsing American, East European and the former

Palestinian and present Israeli communities. A paragraph or two

may be assigned to England and Latin America and a few
sentences to France, Italy and the Caribbean area. Bibliographies
reveal the failure to mine the national archives of Spain, Portugal, Mexico, Peru and Italy or the communal Jewish archives
and municipal fies in Leghorn, Marseile, Bordeaux, Amsterdam, Tetuan, etc. Journalists inadequately fi the void in our

knowledge of the history of some small or extinct Jewish community, as Dr. Bernard D. Weinryb points out: "The history
of the Jewish communities in the Latin American countries is,
in fact, an untouched field. What we do know stems mostly from
journalistic sources which are, for the most part, exaggerated."!
During the 17th century, the Jesuits had an implacable desire
to eradicate Judaism from the countries where they were established. Martinique, a French colony in the Caribbean in the
17th century with a thriving Jewish community was no exception. Jewish traders and Jewish owned ships were important

commercial factors in the economic expansion of France. Jean
Baptiste Colbert (1619-1683), a leading exponent of the new
mercantie theory, welcomed all those who could further his
dreams for his country. As a result Sephardic Jewish com-

munities grew in Southern France during his stay in power to

the dismay of the Jesuits who were also well established in
France at the same tie.
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The existence of the Jewish communities was anathema to
the Jesuits. But there was litte that they could do to cancel

the cachet authonzing the Jews to reside in cities such as Bor-

deaux, Bayonne or Marseile, and to prohibit the almost open
practice of the Jewish faith. However, their efforts against the
Jews in the French colonies bore fruit in 1685 when the Code
Noir was promulgated. This obliged all Jews to leave the French

possessions within three months. Earlier promulgations were
blocked when Jews offered pecuniar and other gifts and by
appeals to Colbert.

The by-play between the ministries in Paris and thc Governors and intendants in Martinique prior to 1685 reveal Gallic
political chicanery and deviousness. The colonial offcials usually
yielded to the pecuniary blandishments tendered by the Jews.

They also knew that the Jesuits' motivation for the expulsion
of the Jews from the Island did not stem from a purity of re-

ligious devotion and piety. The Jesuits served as bankers and
protectors of merchants in the New World. And their Pious
Fund in New Spain financed many commercial enterprises in
addition to making loans with fantastic rates of interest. 2

In the article, "Les Juifs de la Martinique au XVIl siecle,"
the author wrote, "The Jesuits . . . viewed with no pleasure
whatever the presence of the Jews. . . and under the pretext

of religion, they tried to dispose of competitors whom they
judged formidable and inconvenient."3 Their initial success had
becn as early as February 4, 1658, when the Supreme Council

of Martinique forbade Jews to continue commerce in the Islands
after the completion of the then present voyages of their ships.
The contradictory attitudes or vacilation of the French Royal
Court toward the Jews in the overseas possessions are explained
by the nse and decline of power or favoritism of Colbert (proJewish) and Louvois (anti -Jewish). The offcials of Martinique

prior to the Autumn of 1677, were favorably inclined to the
Jews. However, the new Governor-General, Charles de Courbon,
Count de Blénac, who assumed the post on November 8, 1677,
was very devoted to the Jesuits. He wooed their support because
he foresaw that they must ultimately prevaiI.
The Count's efforts to sway the King to direct the expulsion
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of the Jews was thwarted or frstrated for a time by his first
assistant, the Intendant, M. Patoulet, who may have been the
recipient of Jewish gifts. After the departure of Patoulet and
the arrival of his successor, M. Begon, Count de Blénac renewed
his efforts against the Jews in 1683. He decided to "make a case"

(fie formal complaints with itemized particulars) against the
Jews. Father Jean Jacques Farganel of the Company of Jesus
was the foil, and he submitted the Complaint on December 26,
1681. These were to be the grounds for making Martinique

judenrein. Upon the receipt of the complaints, the Count instructed M. Begon to make an investigation, and authorized him

to write his comments on the originaL. The complaint and marginal notations were forwarded to Colbert who, as Minister of

Foreign Affairs, also then had the Ministr of the Admiralty
under his junsdiction. The letter of transmittal was signed by
both the Count and Begon.

The perfdy of the Count is revealed by a secret letter dated,
"Saint-Christophe 13 February 1683," which sought to excul-

pate himself from the slight pro-Jewish comments of Begon:
"This request (complaint of the Jesuit Father) has been annotated from a hearing of some Jews and without my participation
and I wil give an account to the Marquis de Seignelay (son of

Colbert and hi successor as Minister of the Admialty) of the
provisions contained in the communication wntten in common
by M. Begon and me which

concern these people."/;

Begon's comments have been placed in italics at the end of
each item of the complaint. We regard the document of more
than passing interest. In addition to revealing facets of social

and religious relationships between Chrstian denomiations

and between faiths in one of the French colonies in the New
World, there is also revealed some of the religious rites and
customs of a Jewish community that has long been forgotten

and ignored by many wrters.
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EXTRCTS FROM THE MEMORADUM AGAINST
THE JEWS6 *

Martinique, 26 December, 1681
Remonstrances that the Jesuit Fathers of Martinique make regarding the Jews living in the Island presented to M., the Count
de Blénac, Governor and Lieutenant-General for His Majesty
in the French Islands and Lands of America.

His Majesty having had the kindness to establish the Jesuit
Fathers in this Island to serve the Colony and to maintain the
Christian religion in all its purity, they believe themselves

obliged to make the following protests in regard to the Jews
living in Martinique.
First, that the most prominent among these Jews living in

Martinique are notorious apostates and sacrilegious persons
7

having made profession in France of the Christian religion.

Among others, Louis the Jew, Aaron Lopez, Molina Abraham,
his wife and their children, who, by their own avowal, were baptized at St. Andre de Bordeaux.
They deny it and it is a difficult matter to prove. Begon
Secondly, that there is nothing more contrary to the laws of
the Church nor more harmful to the dignity of the Christian
religion, than to permit the Jews, as is done in Martinique to

have Chnstian slaves. That is never seen or practiced in any
other Christian place, and it is inconceivable that in a country
where our Kings act with so much ardor to advance Christianity,

and cause it to flourish, that it be on this point so greatly degraded and dishonored. How can poor Negro slaves ever be
able to capture the true spirit of Christianity being subject to
masters who inspire in them only hate and blasphemy against

Jesus?

They are allowed to have establishments and sugar refineries and thus indirectly they are allowed to have slaves. . . .
They grant their slaves freedom to do what they wish on

Sundays and holidays. Begon

Thrdly, nòt having here, as they have everyhere else, a
mark which distinguishes them from Christians, nor a separate
. I am indebted to Irwin H. Fisher for the translation of this document.
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quarter for their dwellngs, they mingle with impunity among
Christians. They drink and eat with them under the pretext of
business and commerce; they delude simple people, and corrupt
the innocence of Christian women and girls.

That has been permitted to them up until now. Begon
Besides that, the Jewish children play indiscriminately with the
Christian children, although the Church has always held in dread
this intercourse in the just fear that those little foreigners might
gradually inspire in these children the inherited hatred that they

have for the maxims and for the adorable person of Jesus.
Fourthly, that the Jews in the beginning of the Colony, having
found the means of entering this Island in the capacity of clerks
or factors of some Hol1and merchants, as they were afterwards
recognized for what they were; in fact, they were on the verge
of being expelled. Nevertheless, one was satisfied to tolerate
them in the countr, but this toleration was accorded to them

in regard to residence and commerce only, and not for the
exercise of their religion, for which the fist Lords and inhabitants of the Island have always had an extreme horror. Mean-

whie, after some years, they are suddenly in a position in Mar-

tinique to practice the Judaic Law in nearly its entire extent
with a pomp and a shamelessness which cause thc truly faithful
to grieve. Here are the proofs of it, and the particular acts.
They openly keep the Sabbath, refusing that day to keep their
shops open, to sell any merchandise for whatever need, and to
disobey the orders of the law.

They are in agreement that they keep the Sabbath, that on
that day they close their shops: that they sell no merchandise, and that they do not appear in a court of law, prefer-

ring to be penalized for the default. Begon
From after sundown on Friday, they light a lamp to give

notice that the Sabbath has begun. (They observe it in their
upper rooms in particular.)
They agree. Begon

They observe the "azimes" (unleavened bread) and the
Feast of Passover for eight days.
They acknowledge it. Begon
They celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles, and erect in their
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gardens, or in their courts, huts of branches which they decorate
with flowers and fruits and in which they lodge and eat for two

weeks in view of our Christians whom they even invite to this
celebration.

They do not lodge there, but they do drink and eat there.
Began
They have pnests who offciate in their congregations with
vestments in their mode, their master of ceremonies is the said
Abraham Cohen.

Denied. They deny having any other costumes than those
they wear ordinarily. Begon
The said Louis the Jew circumcizes their litte children with
the ceremonies usual among them.

That is done in private. It is not Louis the Jew but Manasse
Pereira. They never do it without the judge's permission.

Begon

They mary before him in whatever degree there may be of
consanguinity or affnity, and with all the pomp and display
that they can provide in a place where they would be absolutely

the masters; they have recourse to the same one (Louis the Jew,
Dr. Manasse) for divorce when a husband feels aversion for his
wife and, without other reason, wishes to renounce her.
They affect neither pomp nor display. Begon
They deny that that takes place, and if it did happen, they
would be attended to at law. Begon
Everybody knows with what show and what noise they perform their burials, that they have a large and ample cemetery

on the grounds of the said Gabaye where one sees plenty of
tombstones erected above ground with inscriptions, so that it is
very tre that the practice of Judaism is exercised almost pub-

licly in this country against the King's intention, and that of the
fist Lords of the Colony who have never even wished to grant
this freedom to the Calvinists who are settled in the Islands.
They do so after sundown, and ask permission. Begon

They place on their tombstones only the names of the deceased. Begon

Fifthly, that it (liberty to reside) attracts into the Island a
large number of Jewish familes who come to settle here from
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various parts of Europe to be able to live in their fashion, and
to practice their damnable superstitions without any precaution
being able to be taken against this; as past experience allows to

be seen too clearly what ought to cause fear is that they may
become some day the most powerful in Martinique where they
multiply prodigiously, and that in a short time, the colony be
composed of many more Jews than Christians.
That is nothing to be afraid of. Begon

Sixthly, that in order to cure all these i1s that the Religion
suffers and that it ought justly to fear in the future from the Jews,
granted that His Majesty, for reasons known to him, wishes to
tolerate them in Marinique, it would be appropriate:

First, that He makes known by an express declaration that He

tolerates Jews in the Islands of Martinique, only for the sole
reason of commerce, or of residence, and not to make any exercise of their religion, either in public, or in private, forbidding
them quite expressly to form any congregation, and to practice
any of their ceremonies as would be circumcision, keeping the

Sabbath, and other holidays of their laws and ordinances; to
comply entirely, and in all things, to the internal policy of Church

and of State as are those of the "R.P.R." (sic)
That can't be done without running them out. Begon
Secondly, that the men as well as the women be distinguished

from the Christians by some exterior and visible mark that lets
them be recognized at once for what they are.
That is useless. Begon

Thirdly, that no Jew be able in the future to settle in the
country without express permission of His Majesty, and that

they not be able to hold any public offce, nor to be employed
in the domaines and farms of His Majesty, nor to receive from

anyone duties or taxes, because that would be to give them authority over Christians, and a pretext to insult them.
That would be good. Begon. Fourthly . . . Fifthly . . .
Sixthly, that they be obliged, as is the practice elsewhere,

to attend every week or every month a meeting where instruction

would be given to them by someone of the Ecclesiastics of the

countr.
That would restrain greatly the liberty which is accorded
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to them by His Majesty. Begon

Seventhly, in regard to the sacrilegious and apostate Jews, that
they be never tolerated in the Island, in view of the scandal that
this impiety causes, and in the fear that so detestable a crime

would draw the indignation and the vengeance of Heaven.
This article would seem proper, but proof of it would be
very difficult. Begon
Signed JEAN JACQUES FARGANEL of the Company of
Jesus, performing curial offces, in the Parish of St. Peter, in

Martinique.
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