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There are places in northwestern Spain that
remind us of the Iberian Peninsula’s Jewish
past. In many towns and cities, in fact, traces of
this past are still well preserved.

Aswe make our way through the narrow streets of
the so-called “Jewish quarters” (neighborhoods
where those who practiced this religion lived),
symbols, engravings, details, and decorations
invite us on a journey through time.

This is the goal of our trip through a number
of towns full of history, legends, and anecdotes,
to dive into the richness of a legacy that wins
you over the more you learn about it. Our one-
week cultural journey will take us to Ribadavia,
Monforte de Lemos, and Tui, three Galician
Jewish Heritage Cities, as well as Leon.



They tell the story of when
times were good in Ribadavia,
and there was a community of
more than 1,500 Jews (though
historians claim there were less).
They arrived to these lands be-
tween the 12th and 13th centu-
ries and originally stayed for the
wealth offered by a place with
infinite possibilities. They also
stayed, importantly, because they
and their culture were well-re-
ceived by Galician society. A sit-
uation that unfortunately came
to end in 1495, when the Inqui-
sition began persecuting Jews in
Ribadavia and across Galicia.

With these events in mind,
our walk through Ribadavias
old Jewish quarter is even more
interesting. It has maintained
its labyrinth-like design that us
travelers enjoy so much. The web
of narrow streets and alleyways
have a medieval air, full of adorn-
ments that remind us of where
we are, Stars of David on facades,
menorahs, Hebrew letters, and

RIBADAVIA, OUR STARTING POINT
IN THE PROVINCE OF OURENSE

We begin our journey in Galicia and make our first stop in Ribadavia, in
the province of Ourense. It is one of the Jewish Heritage Cities where
you can best appreciate the footprint of Jewish culture. Our trip here

makes it clear that we are in a special place, one that is rich, fertile, and

green. Ribadavia is situated strategically on the banks of the Avia River,
and is famous for the Ribeiro wine that is produced nearby.

thousands-of-year-old customs
that have lived on here, despite
the passing of time.

But be aware, if you read
about Ribadavia in guidebooks
or blogs, you will see that many
recommend a visit to the Tahona
de Dofia Herminia. Unfortunate-
ly, the establishment has already
closed its doors as its founder
has retired. In Ribadavia, Dofa
Herminia is certainly missed. She
transformed the art of making
Jewish pastries into a way of life.

In Ribadavia, Dofia Herminia is
certainly missed. She transformed
the art of making Jewish pastries

into a way of life. “How nice it

was to chat with her while she
was at the bakery, manning the
canons!”

“How nice it was to chat with her
while she was at the bakery, man-
ning the canons!”

Hopefully, this bit of text
serves as a small tribute to her
tireless work. Years of baking
Jewish sweets, every day, with
her own hands. Dofia Herminia

got up at 3 AM every morning
to make sure things were ready.
Now, there is no one to take the
reins. Fortunately though, there
are other pastry shops that of-
fer similar fare. Be sure to try
them!
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With a sweet taste in our
mouths we carry on walking
around the Plaza de Magdale-
na. The audio tour provided
by the Tourism Office tells us
that it was here that the syna-
gogue once stood. The virtual
guide also tells us that the main
corridor of the old rambling of
Jewish streets can be found on
Calle Merelles de Caula, which
starts in the lovely Plaza May-
or, the best starting point for
our walk.

If I had to choose one street
in Ribadavia, it might be Por-
ta Nova de Arriba and its low-
er half Porta Nova de Abaixo,
which meet at the Porta Nova,
a gateway that still has the dis-
tinct appearance of being a bat-
tlement. It is a reminder to all
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those who see it that this was
once the mandatory entrance
to the aljama.

At this point in the walk,
perhaps with our itch for Jew-
ish culture already scratched,
we have the luck of finding that
Ribadavia is the home of Gali-
cia’s Jewish Information Center,
a good place to find evidence of
the Jewish heritage here.

To visit the information cen-
ter, you must enter through the
Castillo de los Condes de Rib-
adavia, where they also have
an audio tour that highlights a
route through the ruins of this
monumental 15th-century Ba-
roque castle, a symbol of the
power held by the Sarmiento
family, lords of Ribadavia.

| Ribadavia, Monforte de Lemos, Tui and Leén

Of course the best way to
end the visit is taking a seat
in Plaza Mayor and enjoying
a local wine (a fresh Ribeiro)
and a good octopus dinner.
It’s curious: Ourense, the only
Galician province without a
coast, claims to be the best

place to eat pulpo a feira,
with its cooked potatoes and
paprika.This is a legend that

| can attest to being true.



MONFORTE DE LEMOS, IN'LUGO

Near Ribadavia we find another enclave with an interesting Jewish
past. Just 50 kilometers to the north, in the neighboring province of
Lugo, we find Monforte de Lemos. A highway that at times runs along
the Sil River joins both places. There are scenic viewpoints along the
way, where travelers can stop to enjoy the beautiful landscape.
If you make the journey by car, my advice is to go slow and take

in the beauty.
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When we arrive, a sign tells
us that we have come to a very
special place. The monumental
Colegio de la Compaiiia, with its
Herrerian style, and having been
called by historians the “Galician
Escorial,” has an imposing look
sitting high above visitors. But
luckily, there are guided tours
that take you through some of
the most important rooms, like
the magnificent staircase (made
of only one piece and measur-
ing over three meters wide), the
courtyards, the cloisters, and the
church.

After being drawn in by the al-
tarpiece, it is time to take a stroll
around the most medieval part
of Monforte de Lemos. In order
to get to the oldest neighbor-
hood we have to go through a
lively shopping street, across the
Cabe River (where the more ad-
venturous travelers can try their
hand at water sports like kayak-

ing, paddle surf, etc.), and past
Plaza de Espana to finally reach
Puerta de la Zapateria, in the
heart of the old Jewish quarter.
From here, we continue upwards
on the other steep street that
also shares its name with a trade:
Calle de la Pescaderia (Fish Mar-
ket Street), which runs parallel
to the old city wall.
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We carry on walking past
monumental facades, some of
which are abandoned. Others
are being reformed, like the
Gaibor house, formerly the
property of a wealthy Jewish
family that still has on its doors
symbols that remind us of the
beliefs of its first inhabitants.

Our walk continues down
Calle Falagueria. It is interest-
ing to note that in Galician, this
name makes use of the word fala,
today synonymous with din,
racket, bustle, etc., in reference
to people talking and the am-
bience that existed here during
the good times. Once one of the
most important streets in Mon-
forte de Lemos, this is where
the synagogue was located, but
there is nothing left of it today.
The old town hall building was
once here, but nothing remains

of those glorious years. Today,
solitude accompanies the visitor
during a large part of the tour.

We carry on until we summit
the majestic tower, visible from
almost any angle and anoth-
er of the icons of Monforte de
Lemos. It is the fortress on the
mount known as San Vicente,
and it is here that the town gets
its name: monte (mount) forte

(fortress), which combine to
Monforte.

Inside the tower there is cur-
rently a small museum dedicat-
ed to the history of the city and
the area. But the most surprising
thing is finding symbols that
once again remind us of the Jew-
ish past of the whole place, for
example, the Stars of David chis-
eled into the stone.




TUI, JEWISH FOOTPRINTS
AT THE MINO RIVER

We remain in Galicia and make our way to the province of Pontevedra

to visit the third of the Jewish Heritage Cities on our trip, Tui, located

on the banks of the Mifno River. Both legendary and famous as a port of -
entry, it has cobblestoned streets and stone houses that speak of the city’s = :

inhabitants, among them, a Jewish community with a wonderful legacy. '-.)'-.:ﬁ —

In Spain, we have the expression
that wishes the recipient not be giv-
en a Sambenito, and Tui is the ori-
gin of this popular saying (Qué no
te cuelguen un sambenito!): they
claim to have the only sambenitos
left in Europe. So, what were they?
Tunics (from sacos benditos, or
holy bags) that heretics were sup-
posed to wear for their entire lives!
By order of the Holy Inquisition
they later bore the sinner’s name
and penance required. Then, they
were hung in visible places to an-
nounce to the neighbors the error
of the person’s ways; some stayed
up for years, even centuries, so that
the family would remain humble
for generations.

The trip is worth it just to gaze
upon these sambenitos in Tui’s
cathedral, where four are on dis-
play, or in the diocese museum,
where they show the other 10.

Along with the sambenitos, the
cathedral also has on display in-
tricate silver chalices, which begs
the question, were these the works
of Jewish silversmiths? A close in-
spection of the pieces leads me to
believe that they were.

The monumental Catedral de
Santa Maria de Tui is also reason
enough to make the escape. What
is such a grand cathedral doing
in such an out-of-the-way place?
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On the one hand, the Tui diocese,
which includes a part of northern
Portugal, once had a powerful
reach. On the other hand, it is lo-
cated along the Portuguese Way of
the Camino, and as such, pilgrims
on their way to Santiago de Com-
postela pass by.

Thus, it was necessary to build
a high-standing church, one of
means, to provide evidence of the
power of the local clergy. It also
serves as a defensive fortress and
look-out tower where locals could
monitor the Mifio River and keep
an eye on their Portuguese neigh-
bors. It is for this reason that it was
built on top of an old fort, which
still remains.

Of Roman origin, it still has
some original 11th-century stone-
work. But what stands out most is
its clearly Gothic style, evident in
the doorway, the first of its kind
made in Spain, and certainly the
envy of Galicias Castilian and
French neighbors.
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Be sure to see the irregular, twist-
ed arches and the majestic organ
pipes that still play music; there is
also the cloister, a great example of
Galician ogival art and where we
can find a strange detail. Right as
you go through the doorway, there
is a menorah (the seven-armed
Jewish candelabrum) carved into
the stone, and next to it there are
some words in Hebrew!

But this isn't the only sign of Jew-
ish culture that is carved into the
stones here. On the street Camifo
Entre Fornos, there are crosses
sculpted into some of the facades, a
custom practiced by some to hide
the Jewish origins of the building’s
inhabitants. On this street, that runs
parallel to the city wall and really
shows you that Tui was built on the
rocks, we find some of the oldest
houses in the town. Among them,
one was the chapter jail, where cler-
gy members of Jewish origin were
locked up.

Nearby, a blue sign indicates
another place of interest on our
journey to discover local traces of
Jewish heritage. It's the house of the

butcher Peru el Judio (literally, Peru
the Jew), the only such meat-selling
establishment to have been docu-
mented in Galicia. His house was
right there, up the stairway that is
Triparia, the street where offal (tri-
pa) was once discarded. Today; it is
one of the most picturesque parts
of Tui.

At this point of my journey, it’s
clear that there were Jewish inhabi-
tants spread all around the commu-
nity, coexisting side-by-side with
local families. Although there are
areas where their presence is more
noticeable, for example, where the
synagogue used to be, at the foot of
the city wall. Today, it is the location
of the Sarmiento Celaya mansion. It
seems that there was once a Mikveh
next to the Puerta da Pia, the main
gateway into Tui. This special place
for ritualistic Jewish bathing was,
according to historians, removed
in the 18th century to prevent the
spread of disease.

A bit further on from the syna-
gogue, on Calle de las Monjas, we
visit the Casa de los Capellanes. A
blue sign on the door directs our at-

tention to the upper corbels, which
are dedicated to the priests Moisés
and Aaron. The decoration con-
firms that this could have been a
home inhabited by Jews. The same
is true of the Casa del Mercader Sa-
lomon, on the nearby Rua Castanén
(previously called Rua Canicouba),
the layout of which is very typical of
Jewish homes.

Jewish sweets
The courtyard in the Salomén
house has views of the Convento
de las Clarisas, where there are still
cloistered nuns living today. Be sure
to try the sweets that they sell.
Little by little, the history of the
Jews in Tui surrounds the visitor.
There are references. The mind
travels to a far-off, mysterious,
medieval time, that still lives on.
Silence is the constant compan-
ion on this walk. Those who pass
through Tui will feel a calm peace.
Only the occasional ringing of the
bells breaks the silence, or perhaps
the footsteps of a group of pilgrims
following the path of painted shells
and yellow arrows guiding them to
the tomb of the apostle.

In the end, you can’t understand
Tui without its Jewish past, or with-
out the river. Before, they said the
Mifo separated Spain and Portu-
gal, but now, they say that it joins
them.

When it comes to spending the
night, I recommend the hotel A
Torre do Xudeu, full of Jewish her-
itage. It is a large mansion that was
once the property of the Blanco-Ci-
cerén family. Recently it has been
reformed and turned into a charm-
ing hotel. Its name comes from the
tower, dating back to 1170, that still
remains in the garden and con-
firms that there were Jews within
the city walls back then. It is a great
place to feel the Jewish history in
this city full of legends and ancient

connections.



DAYS 4 AND 5:

EXPLORING LEON

The Jewish settlements in northwestern Spain were not limited to
smaller locales. There is also evidence of Jewish heritage in bigger
cities, like Leon, where | recommend making a longer stop: at least
two days in order to be able to take in not just the essence of the
Sephardic history here, but the rhythm of the modern city, too.

N7

We get to Leo6n via the high-
way that comes from Tui. It’s a
long trip; some 400 kilometers
separate them. It’s just over 200
kilometers if we start from Mon-
forte de Lemos. But it’s worth it.
When we begin to scratch the
surface, we find many cultural
similarities between Galicia and
Ledn, especially with regard to
their Jewish pasts.

Once in Ledn, I recommend
starting your visit in the color-
ful Plaza de San Martin, in the
heart of the Himedo neighbor-
hood, especially if you are go-
ing to start mid-morning, when
locals head out for a wine and
tapa. And which neighborhood
has the best wines in Ledn?
Humedo.

It is surprising to find out
that this crisscrossing of nar-
row streets and charming plazas,
with hundreds of bars, one after
the other, where visitors can find

a bite to eat, is the old Jewish
quarter, but there are few trac-
es left here to remind us. How-
ever, if we keep our eyes on the
ground, in addition to the shells
marking the Camino de Santi-
ago we can’t miss little maps of
Spain (the symbol of the Jewish
Heritage Cities that mark the
trails to Sepharad).

\

After the astounding win-
dows, it’s worth it to take a
walk around the cathedral,
which is full of little curi-
osities. In the nave, we find
frescoes, documentation on
the walls of the church itself
that speak to the importance

of the Jewish community in
Leon.
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w8 scttled outside the city walls, next

e 1 to the old Puerta Moneda, where
_ % J# they charged everyone who came

R/ to Ledn a toll; this is also where
the pilgrims on their way to Santi-
ago de Compostela would pass on
their pilgrimage. Today, this area
(now totally integrated into the
modern city) still has the name
Prado de los Judios (Meadow of
the Jews).
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la Carbajalas, we cross some beau-
tiful squares: Plaza de Santa Maria
del Camino (one of my favorites
in the city and popularly known
amongst locals as the Plaza del
Grano), Plaza de Riafio, and final-
ly, the colossus Plaza Mayor, also
located in the Jewish Quarter.
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But Leén hides more attrac-
tions that travelers can’t miss,
and thus, it’s a place I recom-
mend spending at least a cou-
ple of days. It’s impossible to
leave this Castilian capital
without visiting the Real Cole-
giata de San Isidoro, a church
with incredibly well-preserved
roman frescoes. They also have
on display the chalice of Dofa
Urraca, a piece that I am told
was based on the actual Holy
Grail.

It is impossible not to be won
over by the enjoyable environ-
ment on the always lively Calle
Ancha. The facades of the pa-
latial buildings are impressive,
especially at Casa de Botines,
designed by famous Spanish
architect Antonio Gaudi.

Another must-see takes us
to the other side of the city, the
also spectacular Convento de
San Marcos, once a hospital for
pilgrims and now another of
Spain’s Paradores. The second
such hotel we have come across
on our route through the Jew-
ish Heritage Cities of north-
western Spain. It underwent
a complete renovation and is
now a fantastic hotel, one of
the best and most emblemat-
ic of the Paradores. I certainly
recommend visitors stop and
have a rest here.

For lovers of modern art,
there is one last attraction. Very
near the Hostal San Marcos is
the MUSAC (the Contempo-
rary Art Museum of Castilla y
Leén). It gives us a curious way
to end our journey through
northwestern Spain following
the footprints of our Jewish an-
cestors. Its colorful facade was
inspired by the stained glass in
the cathedral!
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