The Jewish Community in Cuba
An outline about its history and today's situation
By Isaac Gelen
The discovery of America by Christopher Columbus occurred, in part, as a result of the expulsion of the Jews of Spain. Some of the newly "converted" Marranos became members of the crew of the small fleet formed by the Admiral.
Columbus' translator, Luis de Torres, became the first Jew in America. He was a converted Jew who was well versed in many languages such as Aramaic, Hebrew, Greek, etc. It is believed by historians that some of the first settlers in Cuba were Jews escaping from the Inquisition These Marranos settled in Cuba, using its fertile soil to grow sugar cane, tobacco and other products.

Nearly 400 years passed before genuine Jewish subjects truly started to participate in the economic life of this country This was due to the Spanish American War It was waged as a move to exert United States increasing influence on Cuba's Island As an outcome of this process, when peace was agreed upon between Spain and the United States, many people (some of them Jewish subjects) decided to settle in the island and take part in the development of the newly liberated country.

Once a good crowd settled in, they founded a synagogue and, in the same period, they asked for land where to bury their dead. This was granted to them and it took from 1906 until 1910 to officially inaugurate the first cemetery. In 1947 they opened the Sephardic Cemetery. After the opening of any of these installations, it was customary that any Jew who needed to he buried was entitled to it without distinction (either Ashkenazi or Sephardic.)

Time went by. After the end of World War 1, Jews in Europe and Turkey were in a very odd situation, on account of the anti-Semitism and the Old World political and social turmoil Many immigrants started to come to America, mainly aiming to reach the United States Those who came to Cuba did it because the travel agents told them that, after living for a year over there, they could apply for a visa to the States. This was true up to 1924 when the U.S. Immigration Department decided to establish a quota system that, made the waiting -period absolutely unbearable For Cuba it was a blessing for most people started businesses. They opened stores and industries mostly with regard to men and women apparel and accessories Prior to this period, most of these products were imported to Cuba (coming mainly from the U S.) New they were manufactured in the island with a considerable reduction in the retail price

As a result of this process, the Jewish community reached an average population of up to 15,000 people. All this brought about the normalization of the life of the group. They opened synagogues, schools, relief establishments, care of the sick and the elderly and developed a strong community life.

During the years of persecution by the Nazis and throughout the World War II, Cuba became a haven for many Jewish refugees, with the exception of some sad incidents such as the Saint Louis History records the cost of the lives of probably 3/4 of the ship's passengers, since they were sent back to Europe

Up to 1959, the Cuban Ischuv enjoyed a surprisingly friendly country, where anti-Semitism didn't prosper, except for some of the fascists and Nazi followers. Even to this date, the Cuban people do not indulge in any anti-Semitic outbreaks We should take into consideration that Cuba and Israel do not keep relations since 1973.

Our actual standpoint as a community is a peculiar one. Most of the former members of our Jewish population in Cuba were conducting businesses of different types and most of them were nationalized. Due to this fact and, in many cases, even before the nationalization started, an approximate of 90% of the Jewish community emigrated, mostly to the US and to some Latin-American countries as well.

In Cuba remained some of the professionals such as doctors, architects, accountants, economists, engineers, teachers or college professors, as well as technicians, artisans, white and blue collar, rich and poor, high and middle class along with a small

group of politically involved government officials. The common denominator of this last group was that they did not participate at all in Jewish life. It was really thanks to a few elders and some of their family members that the traditions were kept. The synagogues stayed open; there was a Sunday school year round where small few children received education regarding our holidays (Passover, Purim, Shabbouth, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.)

To come to our real interest, we can recall that religion was for many years in Cuba a critical issue To be a religious person greatly impaired the chances of having a good position during the first three decades of Cuban Revolution This all changed some years ago with an adjustment made to the Constitution that switched the statement that declared Cuba as an atheist country to that of a secular or multi-religious country.

All of a sudden many people started going more often to their places of worship and, of course, it affected many Jewish lives for it opened a forbidden door. It was not only this positive change that came along. At the same time the JDC sent Rabbi Shmuel Szteinhandler from Guadalajara, Mexico, to find out in which way our Ischuv could be helped in matters pertaining to our faith and also to inquire about the material needs, which we might be lacking. It is pretty well divulged that Cuba, as such, is enduring a great shortage of medicines, food, machinery, etc. and we were part of this deplorable mechanism, the same as the rest of Cuba's population.

I must tell you that, thanks to the Canadian Jewish Congress, throughout all this Period the ones that chose to keep their Jewish identity never lacked the Passover products every year. We received kosher products for some years through the Mexican Ischuv which the Canadians used to send customarily.

The JDC started sending madrijim from Argentina, first on a temporary basis and then, they sent George Diener for a couple of years. It certainly was a, great mitzvah because it helped the revival of our Ischuv

From this point on. our Ischuv strengthened its customary associations. People started going more often to the synagogues. The Sunday school increased its registration, having children's group called Olameinu and an adult group known as Tikun Olam (mainly because there was a group of people hoping to make Aliyah.)

Up to this, date, about 200 people have gone to Israel these last years right after this process began. Also the young people created the Maccabi Cuba and they prepare machanot, at least twice yearly, through the sponsorship of the Joint.

There is a Women's organization that along with the synagogues makes social work, Also there is a Hadassah Chapter which was started with the presence of a Hadassah delegation that came to Cuba.

For the people of the third age, we get together once a month and make trips to sightseeing resorts. It is known as the Simchah Group

The young people have formed an Israeli dances group that participates in all the activities that take place in our community.

Along with these activities, we also revitalized our B'nai Brith Maimonides 1516 Lodge, which was founded in 1943 at Havana. We started by modifying the existing bylaws and we adjusted them in order to update them in accord with the changes that had taken place in Cuba. It is very important that we can accept women today as members of the Lodge, due to the role that they have played in behalf of the success necessary for our activities. Actually our Lodge offers lectures, mostly on matters pertaining to Jewish culture and we back all the meetings that our community takes up.

We also have some publications that refer to our activities in our issue such as: Menorah (community journal), Hadassa's Bulletin, Matzah (Youth Organization) and Chaverim (the Sunday school publication.)
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