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    Decoding The “Sabaio" of ancient Goa 
 

One of the keys to understand the abolishment of the Pre-Portuguese 

Jewish settlement in Goa, is a correct decoding of the word "Sabaio". It was 

a nickname used by the Portuguese for Yusuf Adil Shah, the sultan of 

Bijapur.  He ruled in Goa from 1498 A.D to the arrival of the Portuguese in 

1510 A.D. Portuguese historians have claimed that the use of "sabaio" is 

linked to the sultan being a former citizen of Sawa in Persia. Few have 

researched into the Spanish origin of this name, "sabaio-rios", The ancient 

Jews of Spain. In the years the Portuguese and Spaniards expelled Jews 

from the Iberian peninsula, the Sultan of Bijarpur had a Jewish admiral, and 

permitted the Jews to build synagogues in ancient Ela in Goa. Ela was a 

natural place for Jews to seek refuge.  
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1. The motives behind the Portuguese invasion of the Indian Ocean. 
 

Many leading professors in history, like Sanjay Subramaniam, have challenged 

researchers to do a deeper study into the ideology and motives behind the 

Portuguese invasion of the Indian Ocean. Without correctly analyzing these 

issues, you will not be able to discern the available Portuguese sources of 

historical data. We must avoid copying what this ancient navel colonial super 

power desired to pass on to the next generations. Often we are presented with 

an one dimensional version of the victors own version of important events .  

 

There are three main approaches of men who have visited the Indian 

subcontinent.  

 

1. Men have come as guests, to establish systems of trade and commerce with 

the natives of this land.  

 

2. Others have come as refugees, fleeing oppression of different kinds. They 

have lived in peaceful co-existence with those who received them and helped 

them. 

 

3, A third group has been oppressive conquers. They have presented them 

selves as men who brought civilization to this part of the World. They justify their 

brutal use of force, by portraying the opposing regime as worthy of replacement. 

They brought slaves with them, and enslaved people who lived in submission to 

their rule.  

 

The Portuguese invasion of the Indian Ocean will fit into the third category.  

When you read the official chronicles and letters written by men who were paid 

by the Portuguese, keep this in mind: They were told to portray those who won 

the battles as noble statesmen, and likewise excuse, or cover up for, their wrong 
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doings.  

 

The motives behind the entry of the Portuguese navy into the Indian Ocean was 

not limited to conquering the prosperous sea trade in the Indian Ocean. Admiral 

Alfonso de Albuquerque had received "holy orders" to prepare for an invasion of 

the Red Sea, to challenge the Muslims on their home turfs.1	  

 

The very essence of these orders, were an instruction to capture the remains of 

Muhammad believed to be in Medina. The aim was to blackmail the Muslims to 

give the Pope back his lost sovereignty of what was taught by the Portuguese to 

be the "The Holy Temple" in Jerusalem, in exchange for the captured remains of 

Muhammad. The crusaders believed the "Dome of the Rock" was the ancient 
Jewish temple of Solomon.2 An important part of the imperial world history 

eventually, was a matter of who would be in charge of Jerusalem, and be able to 

establish control over the religious affairs of the World.  

 
The other enterprise was that, at his return entry into the straits of Mecca, - as he 

hoped with the help of Goa to accomplish very soon, he had in mind to fit an 

expedition of four hundred horseman in transports, disembark them from the 

harbor of Yanbu, march rapidly to the temple of Medina, and strip is of all its 

treasure for they were indeed many. Talking as well the body of its false prophet 

and conveying it away with a view to ransoming the Holy Temple in Jerusalem in 

exchange for it. 1. 

 

Another valid source who makes us aware of this plan:  

 
His excitable imagination, however, did take fire at the possibility of capturing 

Mecca: "Jedda and Mecca," he says, "have no " men at arms, only hermits ; there 

are plenty of horses and " plenty of men in Prester John's country. What can 

3,000 " Moors do against 500 Portuguese mounted on horses? if "500 will not do, 
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take 1,000. Mecca is so easy to destroy, " I look on it as already destroyed." ' The 

imagination in Albuquerque was unduly developed. 3. 

 

2. The expelling of Jews from Spain in 1492. A.D 

 

When the Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492 A.D, many of them sought 

refuge inside the Ottoman Empire. The Sultan of Bijapur in India, Yusuf Adil Shah 

was born inside this empire, with its center in todayʼs Turkey.  Some of the 

Spanish Jews traveled further on to the Jewish settlements in India. Not 

surprisingly there are historical records of "Spanish speaking Jews" in Goa 4,5,6,7 

 

There is an interesting six years period from 1492 A.D to 1498 A.D that gives us 

a clue of how Spanish Jews were present on the Malabar Cost before the arrival 

of the Portuguese navy. These are the years between the expelling of Jews from 

Spain and the exile of Jews from Portugal.  

 

During these six years some Jews from Spain traveled the whole way to India. 

And since the Portuguese sea link with India had not yet been discovered, the 

Spanish Jews did likely make their way to India from Turkey, through Persia. 

They could also have made their way to Alexandria, cross over to the Red Sea, 

and traveled with Mameluke merchants. They crossed over the Arabian Sea to 

the ports controlled by the Sultans of the West cost of India.  

 

The Portuguese invaders of the Indian Ocean must have been utterly surprised 

when they discovered Spanish speaking Jews on the Malabar cost.  Like an 

arrested Jew from the school of Majorca, (Spanish), who the Portuguese made a 

Catholic, and gave him the name Gaspar Da Gama.  
	  

Jews	  were	  intimately	  connected	  with	  the	  important	  extension	  of	  geographical	  

knowledge	  in	  the	  fifteenth	  century—theoretically	  through	  the	  school	  of	  Majorca	  
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map-makers	  to	  which	  belonged	  Creaques	  lo	  Jehu	  and	  Mercia	  and	  practically	  

through	  a	  number	  of	  travelers	  like	  Affonso	  de	  Bayba,	  Abraham	  of	  Bega,	  and	  

Joseph	  of	  Lamejo,	  who	  accompanied	  Pedro	  de	  Covilham	  on	  the	  discovery	  of	  the	  

land-route	  to	  the	  East	  Indies,	  and	  Gaspar	  da	  Gama,	  who	  had	  gone	  from	  Poland	  to	  

Goa,	  where	  he	  met	  Vasco	  da	  Gama.	  7	  

 

There has been several acknowledgments of the existence of Jews in Goa, 

before, during and after at the event of the arrival of the Portuguese.  

 
P. Van Caerden (1606) refers to many Jews who live in Goa and have their 

synagogues where they practise their religion freely; he states that their origin is 

from Palestine and that they speak Spanish. 7  

 

Similarly Mandelslo (1639) speaks of Jews in Goa "having their temples and 

synagogues and for the most part speak the Spanish tongue. 5 "  

 

There is a third source which points towards a Jewish settlement in Goa, existing 

prior to the arrival if the Portuguese. Walter J. Fischel wrote the article “Leading 

Jews in the Service of Portuguese” in Jewish Quarterly Review . 

 
In any event towards the second part of the 16th Century a Jewish settlement must 

have already been in existence in Goa, and the Jews there were established as an 

independent group with their own synagogues and their own religious and 

cultural life.. 8 

 

In 1498.A.D the Jews in Portugal were faced with two options: Either they 

presented them selves for baptism and converted to Roman Catholicism, or they 

would be expelled. In the next decades many Jewish synagogues in Portugal 

were converted into Roman Catholic Churches.  
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It is unlikely that the same Portuguese who expelled Jews from Portugal 

permitted the same Jews to build synagogues in Portuguese Goa. It is more 

likely that there were already synagogues in this city, before the arrival of the 

Portuguese.  

 

When the Jewish settlements of Goa eventually disappeared during the 

Inquisition of Goa, so did the synagogues.  

 

To be able to analyze and discern the available historical records, we need to 

take a deeper look at the regime that were present in Goa before the arrival of 

the Portuguese: The regime of the Sultan of Bijapur, Yusuf Adil Shah.  

 

3.  "Sabaio", a negative remark by Portuguese, meant for "Jew-lovers".  

 

Yusuf Adil Shah was liberal in his approach to people of different faiths. He had a 

Jew in the service as admiral of his fleet, and there is a source that claim that his 

favorite queen was a gypsy from the Banjara community 20..Since there were at 

least one prominent Jew in the inner circles of the Sultan ruling in Goa, there 

were surely a Jewish colony in Ela. And where there was a Jewish settlement, 

there was always a synagogue. 

 

It is worth noticing that the Portuguese used the nickname "Sabaio"  when they 

spoke about Yusuf Adil Shah. The origin of this name have been a matter of 

dispute. The view of many Portuguese scholars is that the Sultan got this 

nickname because he originally came from the city of Sawa in Persia.  A deeper 

reflection into this issue will lead us to challenge this official version. 

 

Well known historian professor Sanjay Subrahaniam have accepted the 

Portuguese claim that the nickname “Sabaio" is linked to the city of Sawa in 

Persia.  
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From the 1490-ties, as the sultanate began to fragment, the region came under the 

control of a certain Yusuf Adil Khan Sawa'i of Turkoman extraction from the 

Iranian town of Sawah. (or sevah, northwest of Qom)., briefly mentioned by Marco 

Polo, and dominated in the fourteenth centuries by Sunni Muslims of the Shaf's 

school. It is the term '"sawa'i that has its origin of the Portuguese term Sabaio, 

which in turn at the rooth of such expression as the "Terreiro da Sabaio, or the Casa 

do Sabaio.9  

 

The words "Sabaio" and Sawa are linguistically very distant from each other. And 

there seems to be no existing connection between Goa and Sawa in the years 

1490-1510 A.D.  

 

But the words "sabaio" and "sabado" are closely connected. Sabado is the 

Castillian word for Sabbath. And "Sabaio-rios" is the ancient name for "Jews" 

used in Spain. When the massive persecution of Jews started in Spain in 1492. 

A.D, this word changed into a negative slang for "Sabbath keepers".    

 
 A Dictionary Spanish and English, and English and Spanish : 

Giuseppe Baretti, J. Nourse ((Londres)) - 1778 

SABATl'SMO, r. m. sabbatism, rest, observance of the Sabbath, supersti- tioufly 

rigid. SABAIO'RIOS, s. m. pi. a name given to the Jews. SABE'O, adj. relating to 

... 10 

Sabaio's could also mean a resident of Saba in Southern Arabia. Obviously not 

applicable for Yusuf Adil Shah.  

 
books.google.co.in/books?isbn=9004168583 Federico Corriente - 2008 - Social 

Science... Gl. and Pt.) and dissabte (Ct.) "Saturday" and sabat (Ct.) "Jewish 

Sabbath": < Bib. ... "gentilic of Saba in Southern Arabia":"7 < Lt. Sabaeus < Gr. 

Sabaios < Sar. > . 
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The square of the Inquisition in Goa if self was called the "square of Sabaio", a 

square originally built by Adil Shah. After the Portuguese by force ended this 

regime , it would be logical to rename this square after a Roman Catholic “saint”. 

But sine the headquarter of the Inquisition was going to be located here, why not  

Continue to use ʻSabaio”? The “New Christians” would have to walk on this 

square to face the consequences for their “Judaizing” and support of what was 

consider heresy. Those who were going to be burnt at stake would eventually be 

paraded over this square on their final journey to the "act of faith". To remain the 

name of “Sabaio” was surely not done to give honor to the memory of Adil Shah, 

but to create fear in the population. Anyone who did not live in submission to the 

clergy, could anytime be the next to be lead up this square in chains, accused of 

heresy.  

 

The Santa Casa, or Inquisition of Goa, is situated on one side of a large 

square, called the Terra di Sabaio. It is a massive handsome pile of stone 

buildings, with three doors in the front: the centre one is larger than the 

two lateral, and it is through the centre door that you go into the Hall of 

Judgment. The side-doors lead to spacious and handsome apartments for 
the Inquisitors, and officers attached to the establishment. 11 

 

Since the Portuguese had forceful converted Jews to Catholicism home in 

Portugal, there is no valid reason to believe they would talk nicely about a Sultan 

who was supportive of the Jews. Vasco Da Gama and his men did not pick up 

the word "Sabaio" during their arrival on the West Cost of India. They used a 

word already existing in the Portuguese vocabulary, being of Castillian (Spanish) 

origin.   

 

Yusuf Adil Shah was most likely seen by the Portuguese invaders as a local 

"Judaizer", a lover of the Jewish people. King Manuel I of Portugal would have no 
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problem supporting those who demanded a regime change in Goa, replacing a 

Sultan who even used a Jew as his admiral.  

 

4. "Rua Dos Judeus" in Ela and Old Goa. 

 

In his book " An historical and archaeological sketch of the city of Goa", Jose 

Nicolau Da Fonseca has identified "Rua Dos Judeus"  to be next to the St. 

Augustine complex. Inside the ruins, next to "The street of the Jews", there are 

symbols that have been identified by a Jewish Rabbi to be of Ethiopian Coptic 

origin. Rabbi Kokeb Gedamo visited this ruin on 13th of March 2011, and claimed 

to have seen such symbols in synagogues home in Ethiopia.   

 

I am an eyewitness to his visit to this site, and I have recorded Gedamoʼs 
statement on video. 21.  

 

Just outside the structures with these symbols, there is also a pool that is built 

with the same patterns as Jewish Mikves. These are pools Jews use to take a 

cleansing bath before performance of religious duties. The existence of Coptic 

crosses, a mikve and synagogue symbols on two different sites in Old Goa 
should lead the historians of Goa into some new and deep reflections. 12.. 

 

Here are some interesting observations in "An historical and archaeological 

sketch of the city of Goa", by Jose Nicolau Da Fonseca  

 
To the south of the convent was situated the Novitiate of the Augustinians, which 
may be said to have formed part of the same. Opposite to this building, to the 
west, there was the grand college called CoUegio de Popido. It was erected in 
1600 by the Provincial, Fr. Pedro da Cruz, and was destined for the training of 
the younger brethren of the same order. It was connected with the Novitiate by an 
arch spanning a broad street called Rua dos Judeus, Street of the Jews.  
 
This noble group of buildings, belonging to the Augustinians, which, as a 
traveller remarks, presented a magnificent spectacle, was abandoned in 1835. 
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p.313  

 

The population was composed of men of different races and creeds. There were, 

according to Linschoten, merchants from xirabia, Armenia, Persia, Cambay, 

Bengal, Pegu, Siam, Malacca, Java, the Moluccas, Chma, and various other 

Eastern countries. There were Venetians, Italians, Germans, Flem-  

ings, Castilians, and Englishmen, but scarcely any Frenchmen. There was at this 

time a considerable number of  Musalmans, though in the first few years of the 

Portuguese rule they had been almost banished from the city.  

There were also Jews, who had their own synagogues and their own mode of 

worship, but the Hindus were not allowed the public exercise of their religion. §• 

The population of the suburbs must have been considerable, but we have no data  

from which to calculate the exact number.  

 

p.155  

 

POLICY OF ALBUQUERQUE.  

 

Sucli was the state of Goa, when in 1498 Yasco da Gama discovered the route to 

India, and received at Angediva the visit of the wily Spanish Jew, commander of 

the fleet of Adil Shah, who, having been foiled in his attempt to capture or destroy  

the Portuguese fleet, was taken prisoner and carried to Portugal, where he was 

baptized and received the name of Gaspar da Gama.* Twelve years after this 

event AfFonso de Albuquerque, actuated by the counsels of Timoja, a 

neighbouring Hindu chief, who had gained his confidence, presented himself  

with a powerful fleet before the city.  

 

CHAPTER 111.  

 
With confirmed testimonies of Jews and Christians living in Ela prior to the arrival 

of the Portuguese:  
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What happened to these Jews and their synagogues during the spring of 

Portuguese rule? 

 

Based on Fonceca's account on "Jews in Old Goa", can we discern the 

difference between Jews from Portugal and Jews from Spain?   

 

There was no Kingdom of Spain when the Portuguese concurred Goa in 1510. 

A.D.   

 

That is why Fonceca writes writes about "Castillian's" being present in Old Goa. 

They were from the Kingdom of Castille.  They spoke in the 'Spanish tongue", in 

the sense: They were not from the Kingdom of Portugal. Not " Lusophone", or 

"Portuguese speaking".   

 

The Kingdom of Castille and the Kingdom of Aragon entered into a union in 1516. 

A.D. This is the first time we can talk about a united Spanish Kingdom. Later this 

united Spanish kingdom, entered into a monarchy union with the Kingdom of 

Portugal. The Iberian Union was formed in 1580 A.D, and ended in 1640 A.D   
 
The Portuguese conquers found "Castillian Jews" on the Konkan coast at their 

arrival in 1498 A.D. The sultan of Bijapur seems to be supporter of those Jews 

who had been expelled by the monarch of Castille. There were known by the 

Portuguese as "Sabaio-rios", or Spanish Jews. The Sultan who had given them a 

place of refuge could easily get the nickname "Sabaio".  A name originally given 

to him by Sephardim Spanish Jews in his services. But from 1498 A.D onwards 

this nickname was used by the Portuguese to describing a man they felt "they 

had to remove". The “Sabaio”, or Yusuf Adil Shah, died within days before, or just 

after the Portuguese conquest of Goa. Available sources are divided on his 

actual date of death. But the regime of the Sultans of Bijapur was removed from 
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the soil of Goa by the forces of Lisbon, never to return.  

 
In his book "The Goa Inquisition", (1961) 13 	  A.K. Priolkar gives us insight in the 

religious affairs of the Roman Catholic inquisition tribunal, which operated in Goa 

from 1560 A.D to 1812 A.D.	  

 

Priolkar explains that the ideology behind the Inquisition was to get rid of what 

Catholic Bishops considered to be "Judaizers". Under pressure to convert in 

Portugal, many Jews appeared to have become Roman Catholics, called "New 

Christians". But many "New Christians" continued to practice Judaism in secret.  
 

The story of the inquisition, which forms an integral part of the long-age and heroic 

struggle of Judaism for survival  in the face of pitiless persecution and countless 

miseries, will, therefore, always  prove of special interest to the Jews.  

 

Prefix, Page 11: 

 

The first demand for the establishment of the Inquisition in Goa was made by 

Franics Xavier. In a letter addressed from Ambonia (Moluccas) to D. Joao III, 

King of Portugal, on May 16 1545, he wrote: 

 

"The second necessity for Christians is that your majesty establish for Holy 

Inqiustion, because there are many who live according to the Jewish law, and 

according to the Mahomedan sect, without any fear of God or have of the World.  

 
Page 21. 
 
Priolkars source is Gaspar Correa, Lendans da India, Livro quatro, Tomo IV, Lisboa 
1864. p 292.  
 
 

On the other hand, the story of the inquisition is a dismal of callowness and cruelty, 

tyranny and injustice, espionage and blackmail, avarice and corruption, repression 
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of thoughts and culture and promotion of obscurantism, and an Indian writer can 

easily be accused of being inspired  by ulterior motives. 

 
Prefix, Page 9:  
 

In her book "Faces of Goa", Karin Larsen 14 .claim that there were Turkish and 

Egyptian residents in Old Goa. 14 

 

She writes:  "They left Goa to escape the clutches of Albaquerque".  

 

Larsen holds a PhD in International Relations and Foreign service.  

 

For a Christian it makes no sense why Christians should flee the arrival of "other 

Christians".  But since Albaquerque and his men killed more than 6.000 9	  

people in Tiswadi during their second bid to capture Goa, we must ask at least 

two critical questions.  

 

1. Was the arrival of the Portuguese in line with what we expect from true 

followers of Jesus? 

 

2. If there were already Christians living in the city of Ela before the arrival of the 

Portuguese, why did they flee?  

 
There is a need to reflect deeply on the circumstances that lead the Portuguese 

invaders to marry local women. Some historians have claimed that Albaquerque 

“gave them permission”, as if some of the Portuguese men were truly in love. 

These kinds of arrangements are wrongly presented as optional.   

 

After seeing more than 6.000 people being slaughtered by the Portuguese in 

November and December 1510. A.D, it is unlikely that many local women looked 

up on the Portuguese men as of noble characters.  
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Many of the slain men were their own husbands, or their fathers. It was the 

Portuguese who had made them widows or fatherless.  

 

The arranged marriages between local females and Portuguese were most likely 

forced marriages, where the females entered into some kind of slavery.  

 

In his book “Researches in Indo-Portuguese history”, Volum 1,Dr. P.P Shirodkar 
15 gives us insight in the slave trade in Portuguese controlled parts of India. 10 

 
In general the slaves in Portuguese pockets in India were illiterate.  

The cruelty of the masters was so horrible that the king of Portugal was informed 

that the slaves in the cities, forts and other parts of his dominion were punished so 

rigorously giving them severe and painful torture, that the had died on account of it.   

 
Page 30.  

 
Whenever the newly converted Christians used to go for a mass, they used to be 

accompanied by male and female salves in chains. Apart from cruelty of parading 

the slaves in chains, Lavel also was the witness to the ghory crimes, such as the 

death of a slave in a well, who was the victim of his master’s fury in the city of 

Goa.  The slaves were sold like animals in Europe. 

 
Page 32. 

 

The answers to the above two questions might look obvious. Arriving 

Portuguese, who tortured slaves and forced others to flee the land of Goa, were 

not true ambassadors of Christianity.  

 

5. "New Christians" in the service of the Portuguese  
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There is a set of historical evidences of the Portuguese being cruel oppressors. 

They brought slaves with them on the ships invading Ela. They also made the 

City of Goa the center for slave trade in the Indian Ocean.  

 

The Portuguese who arrived on the Western cost of India were in need of 

translators, to be able to communicate with the native Indians. For this purpose 

they brought Jewish convert to Catholicism with them on their naval ships. These 

Jewish convert were called "New Christians".  But they were not free men. The 

Portuguese officers kept some of them in closed cabins below the waterline of 

the ships. If a Jewish convert were caught in wrong translation, he ran the risk of 

being charged with treason and executed by his Portuguese oppressors.  

 

The New Christians were not considered proper "Portuguese", nor true patriots of 

the King of Lisbon. Their life in Goa would be a struggle for survival in a hostile 

environment. In the 18 years from 1492. A.D to 1510 A.D, Jews purchased 

properties in Ela. But during the Goa Inquisition, the resident Jews lost all their 

belongings. The Goa Inquisition lasted from 1560 A.D to 1812. A.D. During these 

252 years, the Jewish colony in Goa ceased to exist.  

 

In an interesting article " The Role of Interpreters, or Linguas, in the 
Portuguese Empire During the 16th Century", author Dejanirah Couto 16 

gives us an account of New Christians and Jews being captured and enslaved. 

Their life as translators for the Portuguese conquerers were like a life playing 

Russian roulette.  They were forced to operate as spy's, and could at any time be 

accused of treason by both camps, face cruelties and even execution.  

 
" Former renegades and captives, natives and converted slaves, Jews and new 

Christians, adventurers and convicts formed an important contingent of a specific 

category inside the frontier society of the Portuguese empire: that of the 
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interpreters or linguas'. 

 

Gaspar da India prepared his son Baltasar for the function of lingua. The latter 

was charged to spy on the forces of the Mameluke Admiral Amir Husayn al-

Kurdî in 1508 (Castanheda I/II, cap. LXXVII: 391)3. 

 
At times, these missions revealed themselves to be incompatible with the prestige 

and social position and yet the political responsibility of those the interpreter 

served. The discrepancy of which he was testimony occasionally rendered him 

inconvenient: other than being associated to state secrets, many times he also 

knew their darker side. Afonso de Albuquerque kept a close eye on his 

interpreters. In 1512, he had his lingua Francisco de Albuquerque put in irons for 

five months, accused of knowing his secrets (Bouchon 1985: 210). 

 
On the other hand, these characters, being difficult to classify or to ascertain to 

which culture they belonged, were troubling due to their knowledge of different 

languages. The interpreter was suspected of having his soul corrupted, being 

contaminated by “the other side” (outro lado), because employing other languages 

necessarily implied the use of the thought mechanisms of the Asian world. He had 

access to forms of a mental universe which escaped his maestro. 

 
In the event of a diplomatic incident, it was easy to make the lingua the scapegoat. 

He was obliged to assume the responsibility of the cultural “misunderstanding” 

and the consequences that could arise. This responsibility, whether veritable or 

not, was unanimously attributed to him, either by the Europeans or the Asians. 

The interpreter of the same delegation to Bengal in 1521 declared in a passage in 

his Journal that at the moment the Sultan prepared to condemn to death the 

members of the delegation, the first to be decapitated would be him, “only 

because he’s the lingua” (so por ser lingua) (Bouchon, Thomaz 1988: 214). 

 
There were permanent interpreters to fortresses, governors and armadas, and they 
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were called State linguas. Marco Fernandes was the lingua present for the signing 

of the peace treaty of 1534-1535 by which the Portuguese settled in the port at 

Bassein. Some of them had long careers, like João Garcês, who was captured in 

Cape Comorim, and served in India for twenty-five years, twenty-three of which 

as a lingua in various armadas and fortresses on the Malabar Coast8 

 
Nevertheless, the recruitment of non-converted Asian and converted interpreters 

or Eurasian mestizos did not please everyone. A certain rivalry opposed the 

Portuguese linguas to the Asian natives, the former despised the latter, and tried to 

relegate them to a secondary position, even though they had been renegades or 

convicts themselves. In a letter to the king, João Garcês complained that “a lot of 

trouble is created here in India as a result of the linguas not wishing to serve the 

interests of His Royal Highness, and the captains turn to some of the niggers (sic) 

giving them credit for having been of service” (muitas couzas se fazem qua na 

Jndia por as ljmgoas non serem aquelas que desejam de fazer o servjço de Vosa 

Alteza porque amdam qua hus njgrinhos a que os capitames dam o credito porque 

lhe fazem seos proveitos) (Albuquerque e 

Pereira da Costa 1990: 329). 

 

This climate explains the reason why many linguas were recruited among the 

Jews and the new Christians, although this recruitment was also favored for 

practical reasons. The Jews mastered a wide range of languages: Albuquerque’s 

Jewish interpreters, mentioned earlier, knew Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Gujurati, 

and Kanara, and one even learned Malay in a few weeks (Aubin 1974: 176). 
Gaspar de Gama, other than Hebrew, mastered Arabic and Chaldean (Caldeu), 

also speaking Italian mixed with Spanish 

(Tavim 1994: 141).  

 
These Jewish linguas were not converted, since there was an advantage in keeping 

them apart from their employer, the Portuguese Crown. This way they could 

maintain their contacts with different Jewish communities without risking to be 
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ostracized by their coreligionists. 

 

(end of quotes from this article)  

 

The Norwegian historian Gunnar W. Knutsen has written a book based on his 
research on the topic of the Inquisition of Goa. 17 Knutsen categorize the 

Inquisition in Goa to be the "worst religious state of terror that has ever existed”. 

According to the research done by Knutsen in the state archives in Lisbon, the 

Inquisition tribunal in Goa overlooked 16.000 trials. The archive of this tribunal 

have, conveniently for the oppressors, gone missing. These horrible crimes have 

later, almost been completely covered up.   

 

The Jewish perspective  

 

To understand the years leading to the Portuguese invasion of Goa, you also 

need to take a look at the Global affairs from a Jewish perspective.  

 

After being exiled from Jerusalem in 70. A.D,  the Jews had to live in the 

Diaspora for 1878 years. First In 1948, the state of Israel was re-birthed, and all 

Jews finally permitted to enter their ancient homeland.  

 

Living in exile, the Jews struggled to maintain their Jewish faith and culture. They 

looked for liberal regimes where they temporarily could settle, while planning a 

desired and hopefully "imminent return" to their promised land.  

 

As the world approached 1480 A.D, the geopolitical climate in Europe had 

changed.  The Kingdom of Castile (Spain) had been able to evict the Muslims 

from the Iberian peninsula. Soon the Jews in Spain were also going to be 

portrayed as "troubling foreigner's", and sent into exile.  
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For the scattered Jewish community, it has always been top priority to seek to be 

part of political alliances that could bring them back to Jerusalem. For some time 

after the establishment of the Catholic Kingdom in Jerusalem in 1099 A.D, some 

Jews hoped that that the Papacy would grant them a right to return home.  They 

were wrong. In 1290 A.D the Mameluke's of Egypt evicted the crusaders, and 

brought Jerusalem back under the rule of Islam.  From 1290 A.D towards 1480 

A.D, the Jews worked with the friends and allied forces of the mameluke's, 

hoping to find favors.  The Sultan of Bijapur, Josuf Adil Shaw was a trading 

partner and a military ally of the Mamelukes. As the Portuguese entered the 

Indian ocean in 1498 A.D, a broad alliance of Egyptian's, traders from Venezia, 

Ottomans, Persians and local Sultans in India were formed. Their military power's 

limited the operation of the Portuguese in the Arabian Sea, up to the military 

defeat of the anti-Portuguese alliance in the battle of Dui in February 1509 A.D.  

Many Jew living in settlement's on the Konkan costs, traded with the 

"Mameluke's" and supported their military alliance. It was but natural, that many 

believed, that if they helped the Egyptians winning the battle of the Indian Ocean, 

there might be a premium in form of granted permissions to visit and settle in 

Jerusalem. The existence of a Jewish admiral in the pro- Mameluke navy of 

Yusuf Adil Shaw, is a sign of peaceful relations between Jews and Muslims living 

in Ela in pre-Portuguese Goa. The Sultan was a treat to the Portuguese bid to 

control the Indian ocean, having stated to build naval ships for the Mamelukeʼs in 

the docs of Ela.  

 

Nicknaming him "Sabaio, a "Jew lover", was beneficial for all Portuguese who 

applied for enough military firepower to remove the Sultan.  But a defeat of 

Yousuf Adil Shaw would be devastating for the Jewish community.  Portuguese 

Jews being exiled from Portugal in 1498 A.D, there was no hope of a better 

political climate if the Portuguese managed to capture Goa. 

 

6. Coptic crosses on the wall of a Church in Old Goa  
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On Sunday May 13th 2001, Nahvind Times covered the finding of the St. Thomas 

cross on a full page of "Panorama". The discovery of a 700 A.D cross with 

Persian-Pahlavi inscriptions became a major challenge to the official version of 

the history of Goa. For generations our children have been taught that the 

Portuguese brought Christianity to Goa.  

 

The Pahlavi cross was discovered by Catholic priest  Cosme Jose Costa, and the 

history of pre-Portuguese Christianity is well documented in his book: “Apostolic 
Christianity in Goa and in the west coast”. 17 (Pilar, 2009).   

 

It is possible to claim that during these 800 years before the arrival of the 

Portuguese, the ancient Christianity in Goa would have ceased to exist. It is also 

possible to claim that the Portuguese re-introduced Christianity in Goa. Such a 

view on the history of Christianity on the Malabar coast, would demand an 

explanation of how the existing Christianity in Goa disappeared. Which of the 

rulers of pre-Portuguese Goa, were so hostile to Christianity, that he removed all 

people of this faith, and destroyed their places of worship?  

 

The discovery of Egyptian Coptic crosses on the wall of the Church of "Our lady 

of Rosary" in Old Goa, display that such an approach to the history of Goa holds 

no merits. When the Portuguese arrived, there were Coptic Christians present in 

Ela, the capital of Yusuf Adil Shah. When seeing these Coptic crosses for the first 

time, Pilar curator Cosme asked med an interesting question: Could this Old Goa 

Church originally have been a Coptic chapel, which later was enlarged by the 

Portuguese? 

 

Possible. Why should the arriving Portuguese destroy existing Coptic churches in 

Goa, and than rebuild new Catholic Churches on the same site?   
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Many synagogues in Spain and Portugal were converted into Churches after the 

Jews were sent into exile in 1492 A.D and 1498. A.D.  Why would the 

Portuguese stop short of converting Coptic Churches in Goa, into Roman 

Catholic shrines, and claim they built them?  Likewise: Many synagogues in Goa 

seems to have been converted into Roman Catholic chapels and churches. 
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