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EVA ABRAHAM-VAN DER MARK

THE ASHKENAZI JEWS OF CURACAO,
A TRADING MINORITY

In the 1920s and early 1930s Ashkenazi Jews from Eastern Europe came to
Curacao. Most of them started their careers as peddlers, but they knew how to
get ahead and managed to attain great prosperity within an average of fifteen
years. They kept their Jewish identity and formed a close-knit and isolated group.
Only their grandchildren were to become integrated into Curacaoan society. In
the 1980s and 1990s the group's size diminished dramatically. Most of the first
settlers died of old age and, because of political insecurity and economie decline,
many Ashkenazi left the island in the 1980s to settle elsewhere, especially in the
United States. In this article I first describe the early Sephardi presence in
Curacao, the arrival of the Ashkenazi in the twentieth century, and the established
and the outsiders figuration that developed between these two Jewish groups. I
then describe the Ashkenazis' remarkable economie success and the exodus of
the 1980s; how far can these be attributed to the characteristics of the group itself
and how far can they be explained by conditions and developments taking place
within Curacaoan society?1

1. In most discussions of Caribbean societies, small white minorities have received little
attention. Most authors who deal with Jews have focused on the Sephardi who settled in the
Caribbean in the seventeenth and eighteenth century (Oppenheim 1907, Davis 1909, Hilfman
1909, Judah 1909, de Bethencourt 1925, Merrill 1964, Hurwitz & Hurwitz 1965, Schlesinger
1967, Holzberg 1977, 1987, Loker 1980, August 1989, Shilstone 1989, Cohen & Peck 1993).
This also holds true for those who have published on Curacaoan Jewry (Emmanuel 1957,
Kamer 1969, Maslin 1969, Abraham 1980, Kaplan 1982, Swetschinski 1982, Yerushalmi
1982). Yet the experiences of the Eastern European Ashkenazi who arrived in Curacao in the
twentieth century differ vastly from those of the western Sephardi (who had settled in Western
Europe, after they fled from Portugal and Spain). Emmanuel and Emmanuel (1970) have a
chapter on the Curacao Ashkenazi and I wrote an earlier article on them (Abraham 1991).
Since then Benjamin's dissertation (1996) on the ethnic identities of Curacaoan Sephardi and
Ashkenazi has contributed to our understanding of both groups. Benjamin's focus is on eth-
nicity, particularly as it is expressed in religious ritual and organization.
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258 EVA ABRAHAM-VAN DER MARK

S E P H A R D I J E W S IN I N T E R N A T I O N A L T R A D E

Unlike most Caribbean societies, Curacao was never a plantation economy. The
backbone of the economy was always the international transit trade, which was
controlled by Sephardi Jews, originally from Portugal and Spain. These Sephardi
had already been on the island since the middle of the seventeenth century. They
had developed into a distinguished merchant elite and had the monopoly over the
international transit trade and shipping. After 1660 Curacao, and to a lesser degree
Suriname, played an important role in the trade triangle between Europe (mainly
Amsterdam), North America, and the Latin American coast. Jonathan Israël
(1985:155) writes: "Curacao was the largest of the Sephardi communities which
arose in the West Indies during the second half of the seventeenth century and acted
as a hub for the lesser communities on Barbados, Jamaica, Martinique, Tobago,
and other islands."

The Jewish merchants were involved in import, export, transit, wholesale and
retail trade, in agencies as well as in smuggling. As early as 1721, some of their
representatives had written to the authorities in the Netherlands: "It is we who
keep business going with our vessels, as among the Christians there are hardly
any who engage in shipping; heaven help the land [Curacao] if we are not here"
(Emmanuel 1970: 112).

The commercial sector was highly regarded by one and all. During the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century some of the Sephardi were referred to as mer-
chant princes and the Rothschilds of the Caribbean. Trade capital was concen-
trated in a small number of family businesses. Benjamin Gomez Casseres
(1976:134) states: "The type of commerce upon which the island depended pro-
moted an oligarchie organization. Internationally trade was carried out by rela-
tively large, multi-faceted firms, with significant capital endowments and exclu-
sive international ties."

The traditional Sephardi community of Curacao can be characterized by its
large degree of autonomy, its tight internal organization, and strong cohesion.
Within the group strong hierarchical relationships, based on income, property,
power, and esteem, existed between the different families. Those with the most
wealth and status occupied the most important positions in the religious organi-
zations and could exercise a great deal of power over the less wealthy. A mar-
riage was an alliance between two families and endogamy was enforced
(Abraham-van der Mark 1993).

In the small island society the Sephardi and the other white elite, the
Protestants of Dutch origin, were highly interdependent. Yet social interaction
between the two groups was formal and can be characterized by aloofness. They
were divided by religion, language, and economie activities. The "higher" stra-
tum of the Protestants were employed in the civil service and colonial adminis-
tration, and occupied the higher ranks of the military. Throughout the nineteenth
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THE ASHKENAZI JEWS OF CURACAO 259

century, a certain competitive rivalry existed between Protestants and Sephardi
as they vied for "first place" in Curacao's rigid social stratification (Karner
1969:32-33).

ASHKENAZI IMMIGRANTS

Most of the Ashkenazi Jews in Curac. ao originate from the former Bessarabia, a bor-
der area between Romania and Russia, especially from Novoselitsa and Czernowitz
in Bukovina, the main market towns for the surrounding rural areas. A few came
from Poland. In the twentieth century, Bukovina was part of the Austrian-Hungarian
empire, Romania, Germany, the Soviet Union, and Ukraine successively.

These Ashkenazi had been working in trade and as artisans. Among them
were watchmakers and goldsmiths, but also people without any means. Very few
of them had ever heard of Curafao. Most of them were on their way to pther des-
tinations in Latin America.2 The ships on which they traveled made Curacao a
port of call mostly to tank oil, and they often stayed on if they learned that the
country of their destination was in political turmoil. Moreover, they understood
that there was plenty of opportunity in Curacao. Some left after a while, but those
who remained sent for relatives. To be a "Landsman" (from the same area) was
of great importance. A newcomer was helped by the group; he was either hired
as an employee or he received credit, and housing was provided.

During the first years the group consisted mainly of young men. There were
no potential brides on the island. When one of the men had saved enough money
to go back and visit relatives, he would sometimes be given the address of an-
other member of the group in order to deliver presents and good wishes to this
"Landman's" relatives. A few marriages resulted from this.

But most of the wives came from Ashkenazi communities in Latin America,
such as Argentina, Colombia, and Venezuela.

In Novoselitsa, Sol3 started his working career when he was eight years old,
piling up fleeces and cutting wood in a small fur factory. When he grew up he set
out to join an uncle in Colombia. However, he did not get that far. He arrived in
Curacao in March 1928 and decided to stay. He worked two years for Shell and
sent most of the money he earned home, to keep his mother. He met a Landsman
who asked him to work in his store, and this man also showed him a photograph
of one of his nieces in the old country. She had lost her mother at a very tender

2. From the 1880s onward large numbers of Jews fled Russia, Romania, and other Eastern
European countries because of anti-Semitic government policies which were related to an
increasing nationalism. Between 1880 and 1933 about four million Eastern European Jews
moved westward, primarily to the United States. The Ashkenazi Jews of Curacao were a later
part of this migration. Because the United States had restricted the immigration quotas in
1921, 1925, and 1927, the Ashkenazi aimed for various countries in Latin America (Sachar
1958:240-60 and 314-15).
3. With a few exceptions, names of informants are fictitious.
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age. Relatives raised the money for a dowry and a one-way ticket to Curacao and
Sol married her in 1931. The bride's uncle moved on to Brazil. Sol said: "When
I still worked for him he kept telling me, time after time: First you marry, then
you love."

Herman loved soccer and during the interview he emphasizes that in former
Bessarabia he was a well-known goalkeeper. At the age of eighteen he left for
Palestine where he worked for two years in a garage. He then set out for Latin
America and worked in Peru and Colombia fitting electricity cables. He had an
accident and ended up in hospital where he met a young woman who was train-
ing to be a nurse. They soon found out that they came from the same area in
Eastern Europe. They married and moved to Cura^ao where she had relatives.

One trip ended in tragedy. A woman with two small children and a young
cousin of hers traveled to Italy by train. In Naples they stayed in an "Immigrant
House," an old dilapidated building, waiting for the ship that would bring them
to Curacao. The house collapsed and of the four, only a five-year-old girl sur-
vived. Her father came from Curacao to meet her in Naples but having become
a widower he was not able to take care of her and he brought her to her grand-
mother in Poland. When she was older she joined him. Rosa is now in her sev-
enties but still works full-time in her business. She "hates" the idea of spending
her days at home.

In the first years there was still a strong emotional tie with the home countries:
Romania, Poland, and Russia. During the 1930s family visits were made and one
pregnant woman, ignoring all advice, went "home" to give birth to a son in the
village of her parents. However, there were also memories of poverty and anti-
semitism. Jacob who had promised his parents to return after one year asked
them to relieve him of his promise, because: "Curacao was a frei land [a free
country]." Ruth says "After they introduced a numerus clausus for Jews my
father had to leave the gymnasium." Liza remembers:

The cossacks beat my uncle on his head, they beat him severely, and after that
he lost his sanity. He would wail and scream, sometimes he got aggressive and
had to be locked up in the stable. When he died they took him away on a flat
cart, for his funeral. There was such poverty. We ate the same food each day,
pickled tomatoes and cabbage and piroggen. My mother was very beautiful and
intelligent but, because her parents could not raise a dowry, she had to marry an
older man whom nobody wanted to marry.

Isa adds: "Programs were most often around Christmas and Easter. In some areas
people lived in perpetual fear, and then in the 1920s it got worse." During World
War II the Jewish communities in Eastern Europe were destroyed and ties with
"the old country" were cut off.
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FLOURISHING OF THE LOCAL MARKET

The Sephardic trade elite had always concentrated on foreign countries and hard-
ly on the local market. Around the turn of the century many of the Afro-
Caribbean people, especially the rural population, lived on the edge of or outside
the money economy. The first who established a relationship between town and
countryside were the Lebanese and Syrians who traveled around as peddlers
shortly after 1900.

As a result of the establishment of the Shell refinery in 1919, the 1920s
became the first period of prosperity in the modern history of the island. In 1929
the Central Bank observed "big spending and almost unlimited luxury".4 Jaap
van Soest (1976:259) writes: "In the 1920s prosperity seemed to spread over the
island like an oil slick" and "the flourishing of trade was mainly the result of the
increasing purchasing power among the population. Old customers had more to
spend than before, and people who used to live outside the money economy now
appeared in the stores for the first time." Curacao's population expanded rapidly,
from 35,062 in 1924 to 44,344 in 1929 (Dekker 1982:20), partially because thou-
sands of foreign workers, from Venezuela, Colombia, Suriname, the British West
Indies, Madeira, and the Netherlands, came to work at the refinery.

The Ashkenazi Jews took advantage of this favorable situation. It was told
that at the age of nineteen, Moshe was already a smart businessman who knew
the ropes. He had worked for a firm that traded with the Netherlands and through
business connections he first heard of Curafao. His argument was: "Where oil is
there must be money."

Van Soest (1976:260) states that the Jewish peddlers, who allowed people to
pay by installments, filled a gap in the market. In the strongly stratified colonial
society, where the enormous differences between the socioeconomic strata were
directly related to racial characteristics, together with the Syrians and Lebanese
they stood between the established merchant elite and the lower strata that in the
1920s acquired some purchasing power. Some of the Ashkenazi were employed
by Shell for a couple of years; the majority, however, worked as peddlers from
the very beginning. They operated in the town as well as in the countryside and
sold clothing, watches and cheap jewelry, a wide variety of household articles,
the first record players, and so-called Viennese furniture.

The most recent arrivals carried their wares on their back, those who could
afford a few expenses paid a local boy to carry part of the load, and the next step

4. The period from 1922 to 1929 was characterized by rapid economie growth. On the basis
of available data from the six local banks Van Soest estimates that the savings balances in
those years rose from 5 to 18 million Antillean guilders. "This does not include savings that
were transferred outside the island for investment in stocks or to support relatives abroad. This
means that the population of the island - Antilleans as well as foreigners - year after year
bought more commodities for continuously increasing prices and yet had an average of
NA/ 2 million per annum left" (Van Soest 1976:272).
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up was the purchase of a donkey, with or without a cart. Every peddler had a few
hundred customers and of each he kept a card which showed what was bought
and what was paid off. When someone sold his circle of customers the debts they
owned were totalled and the buyer would pay 50-70 percent of the total amount
of the outstanding debts. They called themselves knockers (in Dutch kloppers),
after the Yiddish word for the knock on the door when they tried to sell their
wares or collect money (Pais-Fruchter 1992:8). Frieda tells: "My uncle was one
of the first arrivals. He used to teil us how he started off, carrying everything on
his back and traveling on foot. It took him three days to walk to Westpunt [the
most western part of the island]."

Nathan tells of his first years: "There was fierce competition. We had to sell on
a big scale with small profit margins." Dan, who started a shoe store, remembers
that most of his store was filled with empty boxes. "That gave the impression that
there was a lot of stock. I kept no opening and closing times. The store was always
open and I slept on its floor." Leib, who later became one of the biggest merchants,
sat near the Emma Bridge with a barrel of pickles. His mother sold homemade,
handmade corsets.

The increase of the local purchasing power was first aimed at traditional con-
sumer articles, but later changed to clothing and luxury articles. Because of the
establishment of the Shell refinery the Dutch population on the island had dras-
tically increased and this was a group that spent considerable amounts of money.
Besides, commerce profited from the continuously increasing traffic in ship-
ping.5 Both the number of regular services and the number of tourist ships that
came to the island increased.

Taxes were low in Curacao and the Ashenazi Jews often charged a price that
was not directly the total of the real cost and a reasonable profit, but was rather
tuned into the considerable purchasing power of the population. In short, the sit-
uation was favorable to start or expand commercial ventures. Peddling came to
an end very soon. Stores were opened, first small establishments in back streets,
but before long bigger ones in main streets, in the very center of town. After 1938
there was only one man who would still peddle every now and then.

Martin tells about his father:

His first shop was opposite the Anna Church, it was a very small shop where he
sold all sorts of things, then he opened the next one, the one called Confidential
Store, where he sold pots and pans, household goods, cloths, this and that, and
then in 1946 he went to the United States for the first time, and after that he sold
only "price goods," textiles, materials, nothing else. And in 1957 he opened a
bigger business, it was an incorporated company, the bank [Maduro & Curiel's
Bank, at that time owned exclusively by a couple of Sephardi families] helped

5. Van Soest (1976:273) writes that the Shell oil refinery resulted in an "enormous"
increase of ships calling at Curacao. In 1922 1,182 steamships put in at the harbor and in 1929
that number was 5,278. In six years the total of visiting ships had increased four and a half
times and their tonnage nine times.
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him to finance it, and my mother also worked full-time. In those days the men
used to meet daily at a Chinese place in the Madurostraat for coffee and a sand-
wich, that was an important part of their social life. In the 1950s we made
money because it became fashionable to have curtains instead of wooden shut-
ters only, and later we sold Venetian blinds. We opened a second shop in the
Madurostraat. So we had two shops, one at Punda and one at Otrabanda. In the
1970s one of them was destroyed by a fire but we moved to another street and
rebuilt the business. We also sold materials wholesale, to other dealers, and we
had a small shop that my father called Debby, after his granddaughter.

Morris started off as a peddler. Before long his wife Marcia and he bought a
kiosk, a wooden building, next to the pontoon bridge. They sold lemonade,
candy, and chocolate. After that they rented a big house and took in Jewish men
as boarders. Marcia cooked meals for the boarders, and take-away meals for oth-
ers. Morris opened a store and called it La Buenaventura, after the first place
where he had gone ashore in Venezuela. He worked from dawn to dusk, and even
longer. Twice there was a fire. The couple left for Maracaibo, Venezuela, where
he had relatives, but "there was too much violence over there." They returned to
Curacao and became prosperous. Marcia ran her own store. She is proud of hav-
ing raised a dowry for her sister in Romania.

THE SEPHARDI MERCHANTS LOSE THEIR MONOPOLY

The Sephardi Jews dominated all trade. They had primarily been engaged in
large-scale international trade, but in Curacao wholesale and retail trade had
never been separate. However, because of the establishment of groups of for-
eigners in Curacao they were forced out of their monopoly. When the Ashkenazi
Jews arrived they were free to settle, but soon enough a complaint was voiced in
the Chamber of Commerce that they were harming existing trade and that the
local population was being exploited by their large profit margins. The Chamber
sought to maintain the privileged position of the old established merchant elite
and restrict the influence of foreigners. In 1932 the governor of the island also
submitted a regulation with "some conditions concerning merchants," that was
meant to restrict the Ashkenazi establishing themselves there.

On second thought this was rejected and it was decided not to take measures
against the new traders. In Cura?ao trade had always been free, plans for gov-
ernment interference were considered utterly radical and opponents put forward
the argument that peddlers took great risks when trying to collect the installment
payments. The fact that the Ashkenazi did not import their merchandise but
bought it wholesale in Curac.ao probably played a role in the decision not to tackle
them. Thus the wholesale dealers, the Sephardi, suffered little damage from the
peddlers. However, these retail dealers did not remain dependent on them for very
long. As soon as they had some capital available they started to import goods
themselves, from Japan among other countries, and put cheaper products on the
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market. The Sephardi bankers gave the Ashkenazi merchants credit. They real-
ized that they were dealing with enterprising, strongly motivated businessmen.
Besides, the readiness of the bankers to provide credit was also connected with
the cohesion of the Ashkenazi group. They knew that when someone was not
able to pay his debts others would act as guarantor for him.

Because of the economie depression of the 1930s, various Sephardi owners
of big businesses suffered heavy losses. They had purchased for high prices and
now had to sell their goods at a considerable loss. Van Soest (1976:328) explains
that the small businessmen who had little or no stock did not have much of a
problem in following the price level closely. "Besides, they obtained new mer-
chandise in an extra cheap way by buying goods from estates of their bankrupt
colleagues/competitors." With their cheaper (Japanese) products they had an
advantage and moreover, they could maintain themselves easier because they
had a very simple, frugal lifestyle.

In 1937, after a lot of discussion, a system of entry permits was introduced.
From then on, foreigners not only needed a residence permit, but also a special
permit to establish a business or to buy an already existing one. The Chamber of
Commerce, which looked after the interests of the old Sephardi family fïrms, had
much influence on the permit system and soon pursued a stricter policy. In 1938
the reaction to 65 percent of the requests to start a business was still positive, yet
in 1940 65 percent of requests were turned down. The director of Economie
Affairs took a much more fiexible point of view than the Chamber of Commerce
and emphasized that the foreigners would bring a new spirit of enterprise to the
island and would contribute to economie diversification. When a number of
European Jews tried to flee from fascism at the end of the 1930s and wanted to
start up businesses in Curacao that were attractive to the island, he wrote: "The
economie history of The Netherlands proves that the refugees from other coun-
tries have contributed considerably to the favorable development of the country"
(quoted in Van Soest 1976:381). However, these Jewish refugees were refused
entry, no allowances were made for humanitarian reasons.6 Van Soest (1976:383)
concludes that during the years immediately before and after World War II, the
system of admission and establishment permits was enforced in such a way that
many chances for renewing and expanding the economy were missed.

The Sephardi wholesale dealers continued to consider themselves the axis
around which the island economy revolved and resisted any essential challenge
to their position in the center. To maintain the status quo they utilized several
economie and noneconomic means. They were a strong political pressure group
in the Colonial Council as well as in the legislative council of the island, they
continued to keep the Chamber of Commerce closed to outsiders, and they fierce-
ly resisted any infringement on the existing system of exclusive agencies. In this

6. During the War some Ashkenazi Jews from the Netherlands and Germany succeeded in
reaching Curacao via Jamaica and the Dominican Republic, and shortly after the War some
relatives of Curacaoan Ashkenazi who had survived the Holocaust left Eastern Europe to set-
tle on the island.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:06PM
via free access



THE ASHKENAZI JEWS OF CURA^AO 265

way they digested the changes in the local market without budging from their
nineteenth-century ideal of absolute freedom. Only when the old system was
threatened by newcomers - the Ashkenazi Jews and others - did they ask for pro-
tective measures by the government (Van Soest 1976:609).

Van Soest (1976:324-40) states that after all, despite a number of bankrupt-
cies, the economie crisis in Curacao had relatively little effect. Toward the end
of the 1930s the economy revived. The wholesale as well as the retail trade took
advantage of this. The number of businesses of retail dealers (Lebanese and Syrians,
Ashkenazi Jews, and Indians) grew rapidly. The competition between these groups
was small because specialization soon appeared. The Ashkenazi traded mainly in
textiles and shoes, the Lebanese and Syrians in furniture and provisions, and the
Indians had their own assortment of exotic articles. The Ashkenazi were the ones
who had the most success and advanced faster than the others.

During the War tourism declined, but Curagao became an important bunkering-
port that delivered large quantities of oil to the allies. Van Soest (1976:396) writes
that the oil in Curacao was always a fraction cheaper than in Trinidad or the
Panama Canal and that nowhere in the Caribbean could oil be tanked as fast.
Besides, the crews of the many ships did their shopping in Willemstad, the island's
capital. Thus the War meant prosperity to the Antilles (Van Soest 1976:469-70) and
the interests of Shell, the port, and trade ran parallel to each other.

TWO SEPARATE CONGREGATIONS

Upon their arrival Ashkenazi Jews were allowed to pray in the Snoa,7 the Sephardi
synagogue, but they were not allowed to join the Sephardi Congregation and some
of the men claimed that they were made to feel unwelcome and out of place. In
the 1930s, left to themselves, the Ashkenazi rented an upper floor in the former
Graham building, next to Cinema Cinelandia, to hold their religious and social
gatherings. Martin remembers:

For the High Holidays one had to pay US$ 2.50 and if you could not pay you
were not allowed to enter. Max tried to enter anyhow, but they had a special
bouncer, a really tough one, who gave him the bum's rush and that put him
down the stairs and outside. And later Max became so rich and even became a
freemason! After some years we met at the Penstraat, and then the Bargestraat,
and finally we moved to Scharloo.

In a villa at Scharloo, the prestigious neighborhood of the Sephardi with its beau-
tiful architecture, the Ashkenazi not only held their religious services but also

7. The synagogue of Congregation Mikvé Israel-Emanuel, referred to by its members as
the Snoa, was consecrated in 1732. It is the oldest synagogue in continuous use in the
Americas and replicates various features of the Portuguese synagogue in Amsterdam.
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hired a shogeth, a ritual slaughterer. In 1932, they founded a social center (Club
Union), and their own sports club. A synagogue did not come until much later, in
1959. It was called Shaare Tsedek, Gates of Justice.

During the first years, when the community consisted mostly of bachelors, it
was not easy to keep kosher, and when the women arrived they worked in the
shops, just as hard as the men. This contributed to the fact that in the 1970s
nobody kept a kosher kitchen anymore, except for some of the older people for
the occasion of Pesach. The result was friction with teachers and rabbis who feit
that they had to lecture the community about the matter. However, their criticism
was not received gratefully. The common rationalization was that the conditions
on an island such as Curacao made it impossible to live kosher.

Nowadays people still talk about a gathering in the 1960s sponsored by B'nai
Brith (Children of the Covenant, a Jewish civic group) and organized by the lib-
eral Sephardi, where some Ashkenazi gratified their taste for lobster cocktail. On
the Sabbath they work in the shops, and in fact this is the day on which most
money is made. The result is that sometimes there is no minyan in the synagogue,
the minimum of ten men needed to hold a religious service. Some people said:
"I might close my business on Saturdays, but only if others would do it too. But
I am sure that they won't." Some members of Shaare Tsedek call their congre-
gation orthodox while others refer to it as traditional. Allen Benjamin (1996:169-
70) concludes that although few members live by the conservative rules "it seems
reasonable to describe it as a Conservative congregation - in the mold of the
American Jewish Conservative Movement - as well."

In 1964 the Sephardi abandoned the orthodox tradition, and changed to
Reconstructionism, a liberal movement in the Jewish religion.8 This, of course,
increased the religious differences between them and the Ashkenazi. Yet during the
1970s, efforts were made to come to a merger of the Ashkenazi and Sephardi reli-
gious congregations (Abraham 1982). Both had only about three hundred members
and, through the years, the inequality between the two groups had decreased.

The Ashkenazi had caught up with the Sephardi economically and even sur-
passed many of them in wealth. The Sephardi population had declined in num-
bers as well as in power, and the mean age of its members was over fifty. A mar-
riage between a Sephardi woman and an Ashkenazi man took place,9 which was
seen as a token of rapprochement of the two groups. But the merger was never
achieved. During the negotiations old disputes surfaced and the sensitivity of

8. In 1865, after an economie conflict between the most powerful families, a small faction
of prominent Sephardi had broken off from Congregation Mikvé Israel-Emanuel to form their
own congregation and align themselves with the Jewish Reform movement initiated by Dr
Adler in New York City. In the early 1960s both Sephardi congregations suffered from poor
synagogue attendance and difficulties in hiring rabbis. Consequently, in 1964, under the pow-
erful leadership of rabbi Maslin, who represented Jewish Reconstructionism, the two congre-
gations merged and became Reconstructionist.
9. Already in the 1950s an Ashkenazi man had married a Sephardi woman. However, the
couple left Curacao to settle in the Netherlands.
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both groups became obvious. The Sephardi suffered from the decline of their ear-
lier power and status and the Ashkenazi were dealing with an unfinished eman-
cipation process and had never really come to terms with the negative experi-
ences from the past. It also turned out that the latter group itself was divided.
While many members of Shaare Tsedek claimed to be in favor of one synagogue
for all Jews, others were against it or simply could not believe that it would ever
work. Molka said: "If the two groups could join together they would be much
stronger, but it might be like mixing oil and water." Since the 1970s, a growing
number of Ashkenazi individually became members of the Sephardi synagogue.

Benjamin (1996:166-78) observes that religious worship in the two syna-
gogues is in various ways dissimilar. He found that, in comparison with the for-
mal, grand character of services in Congregation Mikvé Israel-Emmanuel, the
style of worship at Shaare Tsedek is more informal. In the latter congregation
each person participates in a more personal manner. For example, one may wor-
ship exuberantly, meditatively, or casually, in accordance with individual incli-
nation. This is in contrast to the worship style at Mikvéh Israel-Emmanuel, in
which much of the ritual is performed by a few who conduct the service, while
the congregation participates by listening, observing, and responding in a coor-
dinated manner. Moreover, at the Ashkenazi synagogue virtually all prayers are
in Hebrew while at the Snoa English is used most.

In spite of increased cooperation,10 in Curacao, unlike elsewhere in the
Caribbean, Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews have kept up their separate religious

10. In the mid-1980s the Ashkenazi Congregation sold the synagogue building it had con-
secrated in 1959 and since then services have been held in a former private home that is close
to most members' homes and can be maintained at lower cost. This modest villa does not,
however, have enough seats for larger religious celebrations. Moreover, the Ashkenazi did not
have a rabbi for some fifteen years. Therefore many Ashkenazi join Congregation Mikvé
Israel-Emmanuel one year before their children's bar- or bat mitzvah is to be celebrated (boys
at thirteen, and girls at twelve). Then, if the children have attended Hebrew School for the
required time, and have prepared for the ceremony, they are entitled to celebrate in the Snoa
(Benjamin 1996). Benjamin reports that, in spite of this, attendance at Shaare Tsedek seemed
to be growing during the time of his fieldwork (1989 to 1994). This was confirmed in 1998 by
Paul Ackerman, who is an active member of both congregations. There is a growing involve-
ment of a young cadre of members, including some recent immigrants from Morocco.
Although these Moroccans are Sephardi, they prefer the more traditional Jewish (i.e. reli-
giously observant) services and customs in the Ashkenazi congregation. In 1993 the
Ashkenazi hired a rabbi and made even plans to build a new synagogue, according to
Benjamin (1996:168) to enhance their autonomy from the Sephardi Congregation. It is true
that ambivalent feelings still exist. One of those with a dual membership says that as he reg-
ularly attends the Snoa on Sabbath mornings some of his fellow-Ahskenazi like to tease him
by asking "Have you been to church yet?" He admits that he always gets irritated, adding "and
you know what a church means to us!" The Ashkenazi and Sephardi congregations do coop-
erate, however. They jointly operate a Hebrew School for children, and people come togeth-
er at meetings of the WIZO (a women's group to support Israël), the B'nai B'rith, and its
youth organization. Moreover, the two congregations celebrate Israel's independence day
together. Benjamin (1996:173) observed, however, that the adult groups have few activities
and that these are attended sparsely. An important difference between the two congregations

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:06PM
via free access



268 EVA ABRAHAM-VAN DER MARK

congregations." This is remarkable, especially given that both have to face the
fact that the number of their members is shrinking and there are no signs that this
situation will change in the near future. Frances Karner (1969) estimates that the
total number of Sephardi was one thousand in 1894, of a total population of
30,000.12 In 1968, however, there were only about 300 in a total Cura$aon pop-
ulation of 167,000. Since the beginning of the twentieth century marriage rates
have been low. Many men and women remained single and the majority of those
who married chose foreign partners. As family size decreased through birth con-
trol and a considerable number of Sephardi moved abroad, several old, estab-
lished family names became extinct (Karner 1969:73-74). Today the majority of
the Sephardi marry non-Jewish partners,13 while about 30 percent of the second-
generation Ashkenazi (born in the 1960s) have married non-'Jewish partners. As
a rule the women in those marriages tend to convert to Judaism while the men do
not.14

THE ESTABLISHED AND THE OUTSIDERS

The Ashkenazi knew how to make the best of the chances the Curacaoan econ-
omy offered them. They lived for work and were strongly focused on the future,
on the further expanding networks, and finding new trade possibilities. However,
socially they kept to themselves and contacts with the Sephardi were limited to
economie transactions.

is that since 1994 the Sephardi have counted women in their minyan and are in favor of giv-
ing them more tasks in the religious celebrations. In the Ashkenazi congregation, on the other
hand, women are excluded from ritual functions (Benjamin 1996:172).
11. The continuity of the two separate congregations was emphasized during the First
Conference of Caribbean Jewish communities held in Cura^ao in 1974 and was considered a
sign of strength by some of the participants. In all other Caribbean societies Sephardi and
Ashkenazi fused long ago. Holzberg (1987:36) describes that in Jamaica Ashkenazi ritual was
incorporated into the older Sephardi service as part of the terms of the fusion of the congre-
gations in 1921. Moreover, Holzberg (1987:111) calls the Jamaican Jewish group a socially
unified cultural segment.
12. Through the centuries the number of Sephardi on Cura§ao fluctuated considerably. The
studies of Emmanuel and Emmanuel (1970) show how the age of marriage, marriage and birth
rates, as well as migration patterns were continuously directly related to economie ups and
downs.
13. The most recent wedding in which each spouse had four Cura9aoan Sephardi grandpar-
ents was in 1974.
14. In the 1960s, Emmanuel and Emmanuel (1970) reported one hundred Ashkenazi house-
holds, and Karner (1969:68) counted 450 persons, adults and children. After the riots of 1969
the group's number had decreased to only 325 in 1974 (Grossman 1977). Today the two Jewish
congregations on the island count about two hundred souls each (information from Paul
Ackerman), with the Ashkenazi having a younger age structure and more children. In 1999 the
total population of Curacao was about 140.000 (Central Bureau of Statistics, Willemstad).
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The Sephardi are aware of the history of their particular community and
known kin in Curacao and they feel pride about the achievements of their ances-
tors. With their multiple ties of kinship and subsistence which extend back for
generations, they have a strong sense of their group as a unique entity. After
World War II they had to give up part of their exclusiveness. Endogamy was no
longer acceptable and many marriages were contracted with non-Jews, especially
with Dutch professionals and naval officers. However, the distance between
them and the Ashkenazi remained.

In Curacao the word "hudiu," Jew, had for some centuries been associated
with aristocracy, wealth, a refined lifestyle, education, eloquence, and success in
business and diplomatic functions. This, however, referred to the Sephardi Jews.
The Ashkenazi were called "polakos," a denigrating term. For a long time, the
image of the polako in Curacao was one of a peddler with all his possessions on
his back, someone with strange manners and customs, who spoke an unintelligi-
ble language, Yiddish. To the Sephardi the arrival of this very different category
of Jews came as a shock; they rejected them and locked them out. To the Ashkenazi
this confrontation was traumatic. The fact that both groups were Jewish was not
enough to bridge the gap between them. Their relationship had the characteristics
of an established-outsiders figuration, such as Elias and Scotson (1976) described
on the basis of research in an English working-class neighborhood. In the English
figuration the "old," established group rejected newcomers, locked them out, stig-
matized them and succeeded in putting a label of inferiority on them. Yet the dif-
ferences in power and culture between the two groups were slight, while the rela-
tion between the Sephardi and the Ashkenazi in Curacao was characterized by
considerable differences in social status as well as culture, language, religious
forms, tradition, and history. Thus in Curacao the contrast between the established
and the outsiders was all the stronger. Elias describes how in the English case the
established group feit exposed to an attack on three fronts: on their monopolized
power resources, on their group charisma, and on their group standards. The
Ashkenazi indeed not only attacked the trade monopoly of the Sephardim, but by
their very presence they showed that not every Jew was an aristocrat.

The uneven balance of power between the groups showed in the personalities
of the group members. The Sephardi clung to the belief of their own superiority.
Their relationship with the Ashkenazi was strictly businesslike, and any other
social contact (such as eating together, friendship, marriage) was considered out of
the question. When the Ashkenazi invited Sephardi to receptions and other social
events, only the men turned up. The Ashkenazi suffered under the stigma of social
inferiority. Even when they lived in the same neighborhood and sent their children
to the same school, no social contact developed. Through favorable conditions and
hard work they reached prosperity, but they did not have the possibilities to adopt
the sophistication and elegant lifestyle of the Sephardi. They had succeeded mate-
rially, but their status in society did not correspond with their economie position.
Undoubtedly this status inconsistency contributed to the fact that some of the first
settlers and the first generation did not have a very positive self-image.
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There was daily business contact with the Afro-Antillean Roman-Catholic
population (personnel, customers), but no further social relations developed with
this group either. Only one man of the older generation married an Afro-Antillean
woman. Suher tells:

We lived in Otrabanda and all the boys in our street went to the meetings of
Jonge Wacht [Young Guards, a Roman-Catholic youth organization]. I wanted
to join too, I wanted to be like everyone else, and I was told that at Jonge Wacht
they had table football, checkers, and all sorts of other games. So I went with
the other boys but I had hardly entered or a priest got at me and asked for my
name. And as I said "Suher Meit" he yelled at me "out! out! you're not a
Catholic!" I have never told my parents about this escapade.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A TRADING MINORITY

The perspective of literature on trading minorities or middlemen minorities
offers a good base for understanding the Ashkenazi's striking economie mobili-
ty and their rather isolated position in Curacaoan society. These studies have
mainly been written in the United States15 and offer insight into the similarities
and dissimilarities of the characteristics of "ethnic groups who have relatively
large numbers of their members engaged in trade or finance" (Zenner 1980:417).
It shows how trade has had an important impact on the culture of these groups
and their image in society.16 Characteristics of trading minorities are multilin-
gualism that goes together with their extensive, usually international, networks,
and their relative lack of assimilation into the host society, which is related to the
vitality of their own religious, educational, and financial institutions. Exclusive
churches, or synagogues, partly explain the aloofness of these groups towards
society that has led to the label "persistent minorities." Another characteristic of
trading minorities is their usually very limited political participation (Vermeulen
1991:10-11).

Important characteristics which must also be considered as power resources
are solidarity and cohesion, which are often strengthened by the hostility of
other, older and more established, groups. Internal solidarity may be interpreted
by others as cliquishness and intelligence as slyness and such negative interpre-
tations may especially flourish during periods of increasing nationalism among

15. Bonacich 1973, 1.974; Stryker 1974, Turner & Bonacich 1980; Zenner 1980, 1988a and
1988b; Light & Bonacich 1988.
16. The presence of trading or middlemen minorities has been particularly noticeable in
colonial societies. Such minorities, e.g. Jews, Chinese, indians, Lebanese, and Greeks,
acquired a vital role as middlemen between the local populations and the colonizers. Other
concepts that have been used to refer to these groups are pariah capitalists, marginal trading
people, trading diasporas and status-gap minorities. Lowenthal (1972) has discussed Jews in
the Caribbean as one of various status-gap minorities, who subsisted through trade activities
which neither slaves nor plantation owners were in a position to perform. His analysis has
been commented upon by, among others, Holzberg (1987) and Benjamin (1996).
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the local population. The relevance of the trading minorities' perspective is its
focus on the interrelationship between culture and ethnicity on the one hand and
socioeconomic processes on the other.17

In Curacao the Ashkenazi lived in their own closed community, with their own
lifestyle, which was based on Eastern European Jewish traditions, but changed
under new conditions and economie prosperity. What remained was a strong work
ethos, frugality, strong social control, and mutual support. The Ashkenazi gave
each other credit as well as loans and in cases of illness or bankruptcy help was
offered. They wanted to keep their Jewish identity and resisted assimilation.
Besides, the other Jewish group, the Sephardi, rejected them socially. Thus, until
the 1980s there was no progression of integration into Curafoan society.

However, the Ashkenazi had a cosmopolitan strain. In Eastern Europe they had
lived in border areas, and although Yiddish was the language they used among
each other, most of them had spoken four or even more languages during their
youth: Romanian, Russian, Hungarian, German, as well as Polish. In Curacao
they learned to speak Papiarnentu, English, Spanish, and Dutch. Esther, a woman
of the first generation said: "When I am alone with my husband we speak Spanish,
because he is from Peru, when the children are present we speak English, with my
parents I speak Yiddish, and at work I speak Papiamentu and Dutch."

As soon as it was financially possible the Ashkenazi started to travel fre-
quently, for business as well as family visits. During the 1970s their network
included several places in Europe, the United States (especially New York and
Miami) and Canada. Besides, there were contacts with Israël, Australia, and sev-
eral places in Latin America. Saul said: "I have a brother who lives in Russia with
his family, another brother is in Miami, two of my daughters live in New York,
and then there are the relatives in Israël." Manya added: "I have a lot of kinsmen
in the United States and in Israël, several in Russia and Australia, and a brother
and sister in Caracas." And Miriam: "I am close to my relatives in Maracaibo,
but I am also regularly in touch with those in the United States, in Holland, and
in Israël." These quotations have been taken at random but are typical for the
whole group. The Ashkenazi never focused exclusively on Curafao.

In the 1940s and 1950s, all adult Ashkenazi, men and women alike, were
occupied in trade. This strong concentration in the retail trade, however, applied
especially to the pioneers and the first generation. In the 1960s a couple of sons
left the island to study medicine and returned as medical specialists. Today many
of the grandchildren still work in business, but just as many have chosen for the
professions. The phenbmenon that the children and grandchildren of an upward-
ly mobile trading minority tend to enter the professions is in accordance with the
general outcome of research on these groups (Schijf & The 1988).

17. The body of literature on this topic does not form a general theory. Rather it combines a
relatively large variety of viewpoints, perceptions, and theoretical traditions. It focuses on
economie performance and elaborates on the hostilities from the surrounding groups in soci-
ety but leaves scope for different theoretical approaches.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:06PM
via free access



272 EVA ABRAHAM-VAN DER MARK

The stereotypical images that have circulated have partly been accepted by
the Ashkenazi themselves. Several of them explained that to do business one has
to be shrewd, which means as much as: to be clever, to be one-up, to always have
your eyes wide open, to take advantage of every situation, to see business in
everything, and not to be sentimental. It concerns, as they said, qualities that have
been transferred from one generation to the next. It was said over and over again
that the real businessman enjoys his work. Simon, one of the oldest men said: "I
especially used to enjoy unpacking the new stock, and the heart of the matter is
that I still love it!"

When asked about the motivation behind their efforts the older generation put
forward that it was all for the children. They proved to be preoccupied with find-
ing a successor, preferably a son, perhaps a son-in-law. Women also played an
important role. One of them said: "I came back from the United States to contin-
ue the business my father built." Yet, not everyone is born for trade. A medical
specialist told me: "I wanted to study medicine and my mother supported me but
my father was all against it. For him universities represented a different world,
business was his life. I was lucky, because my brother-in-law took my place." Ira
said that he had never wanted to work in trade, but that he had no choice, he was
forced to do it. He wanted to be a musician, and since he retired and moved to
New York, he played the violin in amateur orchestras a couple of times a week.

The Ashkenazi have stayed away from the political system in the Dutch
Antilles. Though many of them have (financially) supported the National People's
Party (NVP), they have never actively participated in politics. Their attitudes were
and are conservative. Some tried to convince me that it would have been better if
Curacao had remained a Dutch colony. When asked for his preference for the
future political status of the Netherlands Antilles, a jeweler said: "I shall under no
circumstances express my political views." This kind of answer was typical for
most of the Ashkenazi. They concentrated on their business interests and other-
wise remained neutral. In that respect the comparison with another ethnic group,
the Lebanese or Syrians, is interesting. This group includes Christians (Maronites)
as well as Muslims. Through marriages with Antilleans they have become inte-
grated into the higher middle class of society. Apart from trade, they found
employment in various professions, and also as civil servants and politicians.
Since the Netherlands Antilles became autonomous in 1954, this group has pro-
duced several members of parliament, ministers, and the present governor. To
make this possible its members had to integrate fully into Curacaoan society, and
build extensive networks.18

18. More work is needed to explain the differences in the integration process of the
Ashkenazi Jews and that of the Lebanese/Syrians. The latter assimilated much faster despite
the fact that many marriage partners were imported directly from Lebanon. My hypothesis is
that the Christians (Maronites) in the group did not object to marriage with light-colored
Curacaoan women of the upper-middle class, whether these were Roman Catholic or
Protestant. The Muslims on the other hand keep up a mosque and appear to be more eager to
maintain a distinct ethnic identity.
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The years after the War formed a new period of prosperity. However, the year
1957 was a turning point which meant the start of fast growing structural unem-
ployment. Because of the automation and austerity measures of Shell, workers
were laid off on a large scale, first the foreigners, and then the Antilleans as well.
But tourism flourished, to the advantage of the retail trade. In particular Venezuelans
came to the island and bought large quantities of merchandise which they were able
to sell with considerable profit back home. With the increase in tourism, the num-
ber of hotels, souvenir shops, boutiques, and restaurants grew. A large population
increase led to the construction of several new shopping centers. In short, during
the 1960s, many new businesses were opened. The men and women belonging
to the first generation that was born in Curacao were now old enough to run busi-
nesses of their own. Economically the Ashkenazi prospered. However, in 1969,
riots, brought on by an escalating labor dispute at Shell, erupted and resulted in
extensive looting and burning of shops and other buildings.19 Although the
aggression was hardly aimed at the respectable Sephardi group, the shops of cer-
tain Askenazi who were unpopular were destroyed on purpose. This did not
appear to be a matter of anti-Semitism. It was rather a question of pent-up rage
against foreigners; these polakos had arrived without a penny to their name, but
had reached great prosperity in about fifteen years, while the local population had
either remained on the same low income level or even had become unemployed
since the dismissals at the Shell refinery.

Aggression against trade minorities by the masses occurs all too often, and at
least three explanations for this exist. The first one puts emphasis on the devel-
opment of negative images of the trade minorities (Turner & Bonachich 1980),
and their increase when nationalist sentiments flourish (Stryker 1958). Next is
the notion of the scapegoat; this is based on the frustration-aggression theory and
assumes that the local elite is the real source of the frustration of the masses, but
that these aim their aggression at the more visible and vulnerable trade minori-
ties. Finally, Zenner (1980) distinguishes the "grain of truth" explanation, which
states that the members of a trade minority have more intensive contacts with the
masses than the elite, but that their interests are tied to those of the ruling class,
and that they sometimes act as representatives of an exploitative system.

The riots were a turning point in the history of Curacao and coincided with
the development of a new sense of self-awareness and assertiveness of the Afro-
Antillean population. On cars stickers appeared with texts such as "Curacao is
ours" and "I am black and I am proud of it." The existing white bias, character-
istic of a racially segmented society with a colonial history, which encouraged
the view that white skin color was advantageous and provided definite privileges,
began to crumble.

The aggression of the masses was primarily aimed at the multinational Shell.
However, behind this aggression were strong feelings against the very uneven
distribution of power resources in the postcolonial society. The Ashkenazi had

19. See Oostindie (1999a and 1999b) about the general strike and the riots that went with it.
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never had any political power and it was inaccurate to hold them responsible for
Curac,ao's rigid stratification system, but their very visibility made them vulner-
able. Thus they can be regarded as scapegoats.

The "grain of truth" explanation also offers a starting-point. The Ashkenazi
had daily intensive contact with the Afro-Antillean population. Both their per-
sonnel and their clients knew about the high profits, and the way of dealing with
employees was paternalistic rather than progressive. Some employees feit
exploited and it was no secret that many Ashkenazi disliked labor unions. They
aimed at maintaining the status quo and, being very successful, they cherished a
positive image of the possibilities of upward mobility in Curacao. They never
realized that the masses had a less favorable image of society.

After they recovered from the shock of what some refer to as "the revolu-
tion," the Ashkenazi continued to expand their economie base. In 1977 the group
consisted of 86 heads of households who owned 144 businesses.20 Thirty-nine of
those had been established before 1950, 56 were founded in the 1960s, and the
others (49) in the 1970s. The group was first in the retail trade (especially cloth-
ing, shoes, accessories) with 136 stores, followed by the Lebanese or Syrians, who
had 77 stores. Five Ashkenazi had succeeded to establish themselves in the
wholesale trade, and three men had become medical specialists. The group was
now well represented in the Chamber of Commerce and in other commercial
organizations.

A classification of invested capital showed that the Ashkenazi had caught up
with the Sephardi. Both groups shared second place behind the Dutch (Shell and
some other big companies). The Lebanese and Syrians took fourth place, behind
the Portuguese. A count of businesses conducted by the Department of Labor in
1977, showed that the different ethnic groups on the island (Jews, Lebanese and
Syrians, Portuguese, Chinese, Indians, Venezuelans, Surinamese, and others) were
highly specialized economically. It also showed that the participation of the Afro-
Antillean population in this sector of the economy was quite poor.

It was evident from conversations that were carried on toward the end of the
1970s, that some of the Ashkenazi no longer feit safe on the island. The wave of
"Antilleanization" and the debate over the possibility of a new political status of
the islands, independent from the Netherlands, were perceived as very threaten-
ing. Many left for the United States (especially in or around New York and
Miami), Canada, and Israël. The United States, by some of the older men referred
to as a goldene medinah (a golden land), had always been attractive to them.
Moreover, ties had been formed with Israël. Many of the families had relatives
or other connections in that country and several of them sent an adolescent son
or daughter there for a year. Some Ashkenazi married Israelis, and when the cou-
ples returned to Curacao, either a position was found in an existing store for the
Israeli partner or a new store was established. A couple of businesses were set up
in Israël also.

20. Data from the Department of Labor, Willemstad, Curacao.
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Because the young people had to go abroad for their education, and the mar-
riage market had always been primarily outside the island, the composition of the
group changed. Some left to settle abroad and married there, those who remained
in Cura9ao imported partners from various Latin American countries and, after
1970, also from Israël and the United States. The newcomers had little in common
with the older generation that had grown up in Eastern Europe, and they formed
their own social circle. Some of the elderly complained about being lonely.

As the group became more heterogeneous, its cohesion decreased. Increasing
individualism conflicted with the strong social control within families and with-
in the group. Hierarchical relations in some of the older businesses where family
members were subject to the authority of a patriarch or older brother also led to
tensions. Sometimes business interests and family ties came into conflict and dis-
putes arose over the distribution of profits and losses.

The group's mentality changed. The older people had never known leisure.
They worked long hours in the store all week, also during the Sabbath, and spent
Sundays doing administrative work. Their adult children complained about it.
Martin said: "My parents cannot stand being at home. When facing a long week-
end they get nervous and irritable. They never knew leisure. We are different, on
Sundays we go swimming with the kids and invite friends for a barbecue." One
Sunday morning one of the biggest merchants died from a heart attack in front
of his store, just having spent several hours on book-keeping. He was a symbol
of the old mentality.

A dramatic example of rise and fall is the story of a great jeweler's. Watchmaker
Isaac worked his way up fast and made Haime a partner. Haime had started out as
a peddler, selling watches, cheap jewelry, and devotional pictures. He was con-
spicuously successful and intelligent. Moreover, he married Isaac's daughter. The
business was flourishing, and when Haime died, in the late 1970s, he left thirty-one
stores with five hundred employees. Some of the elderly in the group said: "He has
built an empire, but what is to become of it? He has no son to follow in his foot-
steps." In 1989 the firm filed for bankruptcy. The enterprise had always been man-
aged by one brilliant businessman, but after a great flourishing period insufficient
adjustments were made to changed conditions, such as the economie recession and
the decline of tourism. The business had been expanded with too many stores that
turned out to be unprofitable. When Haime became too old to manage the com-
pany, nobody took over. However, a thorough reorganization was necessary. His
daughter, who came from the United States to take her father's place, was not able
to save the business. This tragedy was one of many. In at least fourteen other cases
it turned out that the heirs could not keep the business going after the founder had
died and had to put it up for sale or file for bankruptcy.

Toward the end of the 1970s the general economie regression was feit strongly.
In 1983 the bolivar devaluated and caused the Venezuelan shoppers, upon whom
many businesses depended, to stay away. Shell kept reducing its staff more and
more, until it closed its doors in 1985. It was taken over by a Venezuelan compa-
ny, but that operated on a much smaller scale. There was an apocalyptic attnos-
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phere on the island and, during the 1980s, many stores that belonged to Ashkenazi
Jews were either closed or sold to Indians. The second generation born on the
island went to study in the United States. Many of them did not return and in the
same decade the older generation decreased through death. The Ashkenazi's place
was taken over by a fast-growing ethnic group, the Indians. They succeeded in
obtaining a monopoly of a new category of products: electronics. Their success in
the 1980s, a time of economie decline and an atmosphere of depression, is
remarkable. Nathan said: "The old downtown is no longer New Jerusalem, it has
become New Bombay."

CONCLUSION

In the 1970s social contact between Ashkenazi and Sephardi was still minimal.
Differences in social status and culture were far too large for social intimacy. But
when the grandchildren of the pioneers grew up, social relationships with the
Sephardi as well as with other groups in society developed. Today the established-
outsiders figuration belongs to the past. This has meant integration as well as
assimilation. Some members of the two groups entertain each other and at least
three couples currently living in Curacao include an Ashkenazi and a Sephardi
spouse (Benjamin 1996:172-73). Yet, Ashkenazi and Sephardi have kept up sepa-
rate religious congregations, and moreover, have remained two distinct ethnic
groups.

Benjamin (1996:60-78) gives a good description of the various dissimilarities
between the two Jewish groups at the end of the twentieth century. Ashkenazi feel
that their identity is as Jews who happen to live in Curacao, and they maintain
strong ties with Israël. The majority of them marry Jews while the Sephardi tend
to marry non-Jews. The languages they speak at home are generally English,
Yiddish, and Spanish. The Sephardi, on the other hand, usually speak Papiamentu
among themselves. In this and other practices they conform more closely with the
practices of non-Jewish Curacaoans.21 Benjamin observes also, rather surprised,
that Curacaoan Sephardi buy Christmas trees and consider them as pretty objects
or symbols of "universal good will," while in Ashkenazi homes a Christmas tree
would be anathema, a symbol of one's persecutors. One of Benjamin's Ashkenazi
informants said: "They [the Sephardi] don't feel the yiddishkeit of the Ashkenazi."
Thus, generally speaking, the Ashkenazi identify themselves more as Jews than as
Curacaoans while Sephardi feel that they are Curacaoan first and Jewish second.

Today Curacaoan Sephardi are still referred to in Papiamentu as hudiu (Jews)
and Ashkenazi as polako (Poles). They are recognized as distinct groups, both

21. The Sephardi eat creole food, employ herbal remedies and protect themselves from evil
in more or less the same way as non-Jews in Curacao do, such as by cleaning the house thor-
oughly on December 31 with awa di siete, a mixture of seven different fluids, and sensia, a
mixture of seven kinds of incense (Benjamin 1996:174).
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among Jews and among many non-Jews, though there is no rigid boundary
between the two. Curacao is exceptional, because the differences in social status
and culture between hudiu and polako are significant enough to be recognized by
non-Jewish Curacaoans (Benjamin 1996:160).

The striking upward mobility of the Ashkenazi Jews in Curacao can be attrib-
uted in large part to their making the best of the very expansive economy during
the crucial period after their arrival. Because of the huge social distance between
the elite and the lower social strata and because the established businessmen had
neglected the local market, a gap in the market arose when the local purchasing
power increased. The Ashkenazi knew how to make use of this, thanks to their
cultural background and work ethic. In Eastern Europe they had already worked
in trade and crafts, and, moreover, they had good trade networks and knew how
to expand these continuously. Because they came from border regions they spoke
several languages and after their migration they easily learnt to speak four oth-
ers. Moreover, from the beginning, the Sephardi provided credit. The ties of the
Ashkenazi with Curacao were primarily economie. When the economy declined
drastically during the 1980s, many of the Ashkenazi moved away. There was
never any question of aiming for their goals only in Curacao.

In his analysis of the differences of acculturation between the Chinese of
Jamaica and those of Guyana, Orlando Patterson quotes Engels (1970:487): "We
make our history ourselves, but, in the first place under very definite assumptions
and conditions. Among these, the economie ones are ultimately decisive."
Patterson (1975:344) also observes that of all economie occupations the retail
business especially allows a group of immigrants to keep its own culture and to
combine maximum financial profits with minimal acculturation. The Ashkenazi
of Curacao appear to illustrate this. Yet an exclusively economie perspective can-
not explain why the Ashkenazi continue to make considerable sacriflces to main-
tain their distinct religious congregation and keep their particular type of
"Jewish" identity. Manya said:

1 was born in Czernowitz, which was once a center of Jewish culture and today
it is a lost world, that way of life has been destroyed, but here we are, we have
survived, and we and our children and grandchildren will live on, here or some-
where else. Our story is far from done.
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