
	   1	  

The war on Biblical faith, and the martyrs   

of "Rua dos Judeus" in Old Goa 

  
84 Jewish converts to Catholicism, also called "New Christians", were burnt at 

stake in Old Goa during a timespan of 31 years, from 1560 A.D to 1591 A.D. 

They were mostly traders or merchants, and were connected to "Rua Dos 

Judeus". The Street of the Jews.  
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1. The confirmation of Martyrs 

 
The knowledge about these 84 martyrs is brought to us by Pius Malekandathil, 

Professor of Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi. "City in Space and 

Metaphor: A Study on the Port-city of Goa, 1510_1700, Studies in History 2009. 

 
 "Meanwhile, the urban elite also began to make increasing use of different 

devices including the Court of Inquisition to do away with their commercial 

rivals and competitors from the city of Goa, and to keep their hegemonic 

position unchallenged.                                                            

  
There were occasions when stories were fabricated and accusations were falsely 

made against the commercial opponents so as to keep them detained by the Court 

of Inquisition, making their wealth and business remain frozen and incapacitating 

them to pursue their trading activities any further. (61) (note number 61 of the 

author.) 

 

Thus we find that about 84 people, who were executed by the Court of Inquisition 

during the period between 1561 and 1590, were principally traders belonging to 

the New Christian segment (Cristãos Novos),(62) a fact which is evidently 

suggestive of the functional role that this institution was made to play in the midst 

of commercial competition, obviously favouring the urban elite of Goa. 

 
61 For details of similar cases see Priolkar (1961). 

 

62 Everaert (2001: 149–62). It seems that many of these New Christians lived 

near Rua dos Judeus (street of the Jews), which was the name of the street (on the 

Mount of Rosary) that connected Augustinian Novitiate with the Augustinian 

college. See Lobo (2004: 25). Everaert, John (2001), ‘Non Portuguese Westerners 

Trialed by Goan Inquisition, 1563–1623’, in Portuguese, Indian Ocean and 
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European Bridgeheads: Festschrift in Honour of Prof. K.S. Mathew, edited by 

Pius Malekandathil and Jamal Mohammed, Fundação Oriente, Lisboa/IRISH, 

Tellicherry, pp. 149–62".  1 

 

The name of one of these New Christian martyrs of Jewish origin in Goa, has 

been recorded. The Goan community faced the execution of Catarina, the sister 

of Garcia da Orta, a pioneer in the botanic research in ancient Goa. Even the 

bones of Garcia da Orta were exhumed from his grave, brought before the 

Inquisitional tribunal, convicted, and burnt during an "act of faith".  

 
A year after Garcia da Orta's death, his sister Catharina was burned at the stake as 

"an impenitent Jewess", and in 1580 A.D da Ortas own remains were exhumed and 

burnt in an  auto da fee at Goa, as a posthumous punishment for being a crypto-Jew 

during his life. 2  

 
 The book "Historical and Archiological Sketch of the City of Goa", by Jose 

Nicolau Da Fonseca, confirms the existence of another family of Jewish converts 

in Old Goa.   

 
The great traders of this place for diamonds are the two Martins, both Jews, yet 

to carry on their designs permitted to live as Christians, they constantly 

frequenting Mass, and at table every meal during our stay had hogs' flesh served 

up.3            

 

Since these two Martins "lived like Christians", they were regarded as "New 

Christians". They could not have been members of the faith community that 

gathered in the synagogues in Old Goa, since they were "constantly" going for 

Roman Catholic mass. 
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2. The "degredado's" in the service of the Portuguese 

 
There are sources that confirms the existence of "New Christians" working for the 

Portuguese  

navy.  

 
Vasco Da Gama had with him on board his official interpreter the Arabic and 

Hebrew speaking Fernao Martins, ten degrades, among them cristaos-novos, who 

were familiar with Castillian, Hebrew and Arabic languages and of course 

Ahmad bin Majid to parley with the native Malabari Hindu and Malippa 

(Muslim) traders on shore. On may 1498, the first Portuguese, the Arabic 

speaking Joao Nunes. a degredado accompanied by a moorish prisoner, was sent 

ashore with the native boats. 4 

 

These "New Christians", or "degredado's" from Portugal, appeared to be quite 

surprised when they encountered fellow Castilian Jews (Jews of Spanish origin) 

on their arrival on the West Cost of India. These local Jews had not only arrived 

on the Malabar coast well in advance of the Portuguese. They were also in 

service of the local rulers, "Gaspar da Gama", the naval commander of Yusuf 

Adil Shah as an example. This is one of the evidence of Jews being favored in 

pre-Portuguese Old Goa, called "Ela", by the ruling Sultan of Bijapur. Da Fonseca 

writes:  

 
Such 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. 5   
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In his book "Portuguese India 1498-1739", Louis Correia underlines that the 

conversion of Gaspar da Gama to Catholicism was not by choice.   

 
Gaspar da Gama was flogged. He confessed he was a Jewish trader, born in 

Alexandria of Polish parents, and had made his way to Western India in 1460 

A.D. Later in 1480, he had entered into service with Yusuf Adil Khan Savai. 6       

    

3. The native Jews of the West Coast of India: 
 

In his book, Da Fonseca, confirms the existence of Synagogues in Old Goa. 

According to Orthodox rabbinic rules and regulations, there had to be found at 

least 10 Jewish men of righteousness, for each of these synagogues to be 

permitted to conduct religious rituals. Since Orthodox Jews would not attend 

Catholic masses, these members of the Jewish community in Old Goa had not 

converted to Catholicism. Neither by force or convenience, nor by convictions.  

 
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.7      

 

4. The 10 lost tribes and the Jews of Goa: 
 

Dr. Shalva Weil of Hebrew University in Jerusalem writes that the forefathers of 

Jews who settled in India, could have come to India as early as 700 B.C, being 

separated from the other lost 10 Jewish tribes that were exiled by the Assyrian 

kings. Weil do mention Goa as one of the locations, where they might have 

settled.  

 
The 10 lot tribes of Israel which were exiled from the Kingdom of Assyrian kings 

in 722 B.C, remnants of which have been traced to remote parts of the World, 

including Kashmir, Goa and the North Eastern states of India. It has been 
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suggested that in circa 50. A.D, when the apostles St. Thomas and St. 

Bartholomew arrived on the Western Coast of India. there were already two 

Jewish communities there. - The Cochin Jews, and the Bene Israel. However, 

there is no evidence to confirm this.8 

 

In 1956, Jewish historian and researcher Walter J. Fischel, highlighted the need 

for an investigation into the existence of the lost Jewish settlement in Goa.   
 

Goa in Jewish history remains still to be investigated. References to some 

individual Jews, it is true, indicate an early connection between Goa and Jewish 

life even before the Portuguese conquest. Already in 1498 there appeared in the 

vicinity of Goa on the island of Anjediva the first Western Jew to play a role in 

Portuguese Indian history; he was Gaspar da Gama, whose romantic career  and  

manifold services to the Portuguese rulers deserve an investigation in the light of 

newly available sources.       

 

The presence of Jews in Goa is well attested by the earliest Portuguese sources. It 

is well known that the Portuguese employed Jews as letter-carriers, translators, 

agents, etc. The Portuguese governor in Goa, Nunho de Cunha (1529- 1538), had 

sent a Jew as an emissary to Diu; another Jew together with an Armenian was 

sent overland in 1535 with information to the King of Portugal, and in 1543 two 

Jews from India are reported to have been charged with gathering information 

about the Turks and reporting their findings to the Portuguese king. Repeated 

reference to Jews in Goa is also made in the 16th Century by Gaspar Barzaeus.                                                                                                  

 

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.  (…)                                                 

The silence of the sources after 1594 as to any other leading Jew in Goa is 

probably no indication that their role in the service of Portuguese India had come 

to a standstill. 9 
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5. The ideology behind the Inquisition of Goa 

 

The Inquisition in Goa was called for, by the Spanish Jesuit Missionary Francis 

Xavier. In his letter to the King of Portugal, Xavier, calls for an Inquisitional 

tribunal to persecute those who "followed the law of Moses".   

 

Letter from Cochin, 20th of January 1548 A.D, to the King of Portugal.  

 
By another route, I have written to your highness of the great need there is in 

India for preachers….The second necessity which obtain in India, is those who 

live there are to be good Christians, is that your highness should institute the 

Holy Inquisition, for there are so many who live according to the Law of Moses or 

the sect of Muhammad without the fear of God or shame before men. 10                                 

 

The Hindus in Goa did not live by "The law of Moses". Therefore, the Inquisition 

was not installed with the purpose of persecuting Hindus practicing Hinduism. 

The Inquisition was established to persecute those who lived by the faith of 

Judaism, or followed Jewish rituals and transitions. The People of Israel, and 

Christians who were Sabbath keepers, in ancient Castilian (Spanish) language 

called "sabaio-rios".      

      

Why also persecute those who lived by rituals they had adopted from the sects of 

Muhammad?  

 

Some of the exiled people from Portugal, so-called "degradados" carried with 

them some Moorish traditions.  Portugal had been under Islamic rule for more 

than 400 years, prior to the bid to conquest the Indian Ocean. Hostility towards 

Muslims was nothing new for the Portuguese, arriving at the Malabar Coast in 

1498 A.D. When the Portuguese conquered Goa in the last week of November 

1510 A.D, 6.000 Muslims living in Old Goa and Tiswadi were massacred. During 
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this conquest, all the local Mosques were destroyed.  

 
Hindus were spared, Muhamedans, men, women and children were killed, either 

individually or burnt in batches in their mosques; the hill men of the Ghats even 

turned out to attack the fugitives, and the pursuit from the Goa side was continued 

by native troops led by banished men, for the work had its danger and if they were 

killed it mattered little; the total number of slain was 6,000. 11 

 

The Inquisition in Goa was not set up to target local Muslims, but rather exiled 

Portuguese "degredados" who worked for the new Portuguese rulers. In 1498 

A.D, 20 percent of the citizens of Portugal were of Jewish origin, a number close 

to 200.000. Jews in Portugal who did not convert to Catholicism were forced into 

exile. Those who accepted to go through a process of conversion, were always 

treated with suspicion. Many were accused of secretly conducting Jewish rituals 

and prayers.  

 

The Inquisition of Portugal was established in Portugal in 1536 A.D. 24 years 

later, the Goa tribunal was set up for the purpose of punishing the "heretics". 

Those who had left Portugal for a new life in Goa, men who were not considered 

"proper Catholics", but accused of being "Judaizers". Among the accused were 

those who mixed Catholicism with Moorish rites and traditions. The Inquisition 

tribunal in Goa was gradually turned into a land-grab mechanism. Both rich 

Jewish merchants and rich local Hindus were persecuted. The synagogues of 

Old Goa did not survive 252 years of Inquisition. The Jewish settlement ceased 

to exist.  

 

Xavier expired in 1552 A.D, before the Inquisitional tribunal in Goa was 

established in 1560 A.D. But even before the arrival of Xavier, a Jew was burned 

at stake in Goa. Dr. Jeronimo Dias, a Marrano Jew, was strangled and burnt in 
1543 because his views conflicted with those of the Christian missionaries. 12 
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There would obviously be Jewish victims of the Roman Catholic Inquisition in 

Goa, since the ideology behind the tribunal was to persecute "Judaizers", those 

who followed "the Law of Moses". Messianic Jews at large, do observe the Law 

of Moses, and honor Jewish feasts and festivals, as a part of their faith in Jesus 

the Messiah. They would be the natural targets for the Inquisitional Tribunal. 

Even among gentile believers in the Messiah, there are many who observed the 

Sabbath inline with the Jewish custom, who celebrate the Sabbath which starts at 

sunset on Fridays. This kind of Sabbath observance was a part of the traditional 

liturgy of many of the Churches of St.Thomas, with its roots in Apostolic 

Christianity that was preached in Kerala in the first century.  

 

6. The "hundred Jews" mentioned by Charles Dellon  

 

A.K Priolkar quotes an eyewitness account, by Charles Dellon, an Evangelical 

Christian born in 1649 A.D. The French traveller writes about the burning of 

"hundred Jews". Dellon was a prisoner in Goa for eighteen months, following an 

order of the inquisitors on August 24, 1673. His book were Published in France in 

1687 A.D, but was banned in Portugal and in Goa.  

 
Other acts of injustice, commonly committed by the Inquisition.  

 

The judges of the Holy Office might readily ascertain the truth or falsehood of the 

charge of Judaism, would they take the trouble to investigate the matter without 

prejudice, and to consider, that of an hundred persons condemned to be burnt as 

Jews, there are scarcely four who profess that faith at their death. The rest 

exclaiming and protesting  to their last grasp, that they are Christians, and have 

been so during their whole lives, that they worship our Savior as their only true 

God, and that  on his mercy, an the merits of his adorable sacrifice, alone. 13 
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In his book, Charles Dellon, have no information about the time span of which the 

burning of "hundred Jews" took place. Today, it is not possible to confirm the 

correct number of persecuted Jews, nor the date of their execution. The achieves 

of the Inquisition of Goa has gone missing.  

 

In his research, A.D Priolkar was not able to bring light to what happened to the 

archives.  

 
Detailed information which would provide an accurate idea of activities of the 

Inquisition of Goa, such as data relating to the number of cases tried, proportions 

of cases in which different types of sentences were imposed, the number of 

persons who died in prisons before trials, or during trials as a result of torture or 

otherwise, or were burnt at stake, is unfortunately not available. 14             

 

But Priolkar claims that up till the date of the temporally suspension of the 

Inquisition of Goa in 1774 A.D, the tribunal tried 16.172 cases 

 
In the Biblioteca Nacional of Lisbon, there is a manuscript worked called 

Reportorio General de Inquisicao de Goa (General calendar of the Inquisition  of 

Goa), written by Joao Delegado Figueira, who worked as Promotor, deputy and 

later Inquisitor in the Inquisition of Goa.  This deal with the activities of the 

Inquisition during the period 1561 to 1623, and states that during the period of 63 

years, 3.800 cases were tried by the Holy office. Baio writes that during the 

period 1561 to 1774, 16.172 cases were tried by the Inquisition. 15 

 

7. The burning of pre-Portuguese manuscripts and books  
 

The Portuguese burned manuscripts and books that were found in ancient Ela. 

This is why we do not know much about the rule of Yusuf Adil Shah, and hardly 

anything about the foundation of this city on the river of the Mandovi, established 
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at least 40 years prior to the Portuguese conquest, and 20 years before the rule 

of the sultan of Bijapur. Since the Portuguese destroyed the existing libraries, we 

only have the historical records of the European conquerors to rely on, when we 

do our historical research.  

 

A.K Priolkar has recorded the destruction of historical records by the Inquisitional 

Tribunal.  

 
 Their main duty was to examine books before they were printed locally, as well 

as printed books brought from outside, to see if they contained nothing against the 

Catholic faith of good customs. They maintained catalogues of banned books. 14 

 

 Boxes containing Prohibited books were carried in procession during Auto da Fe 

and burnt.  Some of the Inquisitors were not content with the destruction of 

indigenous literature, but wished also to exterminate the indigenous languages 

and to replace them with Portuguese. (Cunha Rivara in his "Historical Essay of 

Konkani Language).     

 

But we confine ourselves to what concerns the language. The whole system of the 

inquisition aimed not only at the extirpation of superstitious and idolatrous 

beliefs, but also of innocent usage and customs retaining even traces of the 

Asiatic society which existed previous to the conquest by the Portuguese. 16 

     

   

The burning of pre-Portuguese manuscripts and books, were not only an 

exercise done in Goa. The synod of Diamper in 1599 A.D is known for burning of 

Syriaic books. American historian Francis Maximus Macnab writes:  

 
When visiting Diamper, on the sea cost, Dr. Buchanan remarks, that "here is the 

Syrian Church at which Archbishop Menezes from Goa convened the Synod of the 
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Syrian clergy in 1599 A.D, when he burned the Syriaic and Chaldiaic books. The 

Syrian report, that while the  flames ascended, he went round the Church in 

procession, chaunting a song in triumph. Thus the Romish Apostasy, when carried 

into the East, becomes as if identified with the desolation transgressions, and in 

the character of Menenzes was recognized the very features of the ferocious 

Omar, at the burning of the Alexandrian Library. 17 

 

With the arrival of the Catholic missionaries, the Churches of St. Thomas on the 

Malabar Coast, faced a threat to their existence, a bid to destroy and replace 

their ancient form of religious rites and their understanding of the gospel.  A bid to 

force native Indian Christians to embrace Roman Catholicism, and make them 

subjects under the Papacy in Rome.  

 

This is what Macnab has recorded: 

 
When the Portuguese arrived they were agreeably surprised to find upwards of a 

hundred Christian churches on the cost of Malabar. But when theta became 

aquatinted with the purity and simplicity of the their worship, they were offended. 

"There Churches", said the Portuguese, "belongs to the Pope". - Who is the 

Pope?, said the natives. "We never heard of him". The European priest were yet 

now alarmed when they found that these Hindoo Christians maintained the order 

of discipline of a regular Church under the episcopal jurisdictions, and that for 

1300 years past, they had enjoyed a succession of Bishops appointed by the 

patriarch of Antioch. "We", they said,"are of the true faith, whatever you from the 

West may be: For we come from the place where the followers of Christ were fist 

called Christians". 18 

 
 
The first Prime Minister of India, did acknowledge the existence of Thomas 

Christianity, the true Christian faith existing in India in the fist century A.D.  
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Jawaharlal Nehru in his Glimpses of World History (1934) commented as follows:  

 
You may be surprised to learn that Christianity came to India long before it went to 

England or Western Europe, and when even in Rome it was a despised and proscribed  

sect. Within 100 years or so of the death of Jesus, Christian Missionaries came to South 

India by sea. They were received courteously and permitted to preach their new faith. 

They converted a large number of people, and their descendants have lived there, with 

varying fortune, to this day. Most of them belong to old Christian sects which have 

ceased to exist in Europe.  

 

Christianity is politically the dominant religion today, because it is the religion of  

the dominant peoples of Europe. But it is strange to think of the rebel Jesus preachings 

non-violence and ahimsa and a revolt against the social order, and then to compare him 

with his loud-voiced followers of today, with their imperialism and armaments and wars 

and worship of wealth. The Sermon on the Mount and modern and European and 

American Christianity -- how amazingly dissimilar they are. 19  
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