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Summary

In the spring of 1942 the 56-year-old Portuguese-Jewish writer, steno-
grapher and psychologist Eli d’Oliveira (1886-1944) visited the Amster-
dam Council Archives every day. There, he spent time in the ‘Stargazers 
Room’ – that’s how staff of the Amsterdam Council Archives referred 
to the small room in the archive especially set up for Jews during the 
Second World War. Portuguese Jews (or: Sephardim) like Eli d’Oliveira 
came here to collect documents about their own family history. They 
tried to proof that their ancestors had mixed, as conversos, with the old-
Christian aristocracy on the Iberian Peninsula in the 15th and 16th cen-
tury. Even though they had ‘re-converted’ themselves to Judaism after 
establishing themselves in the Republic, their families – according to 
the Portuguese Jews in the Stargazers Room – hardly had any ‘Jewish 
blood’ left. Hence, so they stated, they were essentially not part of the 
Jewish ‘race’; the humiliating anti-Jewish measures of the German oc-
cupying administration should not apply to them.
 The theory, based on genealogy, was part of a large-scale rescue ope-
ration to collectively guard the group of around 4,500 Portuguese Jews 
in the Netherlands from deportation during the Second World War: the 
Action Portuguesia. This operation was inspired by the age-old ‘myth of 
Sephardic superiority’, which also contained historic-cultural, political, 
physical-anthropological, psychological and linguistic elements. Late 
1941, a commission of Portuguese Jews started hiring lawyers, scientists 
and other prominent figures to thoroughly substantiate the various ar-
guments with a large number of reports. They tried to show that the 
Sephardim were distinguished people, with a refined appearance and 
inner, who were well integrated into Dutch society and had always kept 
themselves apart from the much larger group of Ashkenazi Jews, who 
originated from Germany and Eastern Europe.
 The Portuguese Jews used the Action Portuguesia to deliberately cre-



ate an image – the way in which others considered them as unique – to 
evade persecution: the Action stressed the Sephardim’s Portuguese and 
Dutch identifications, played down the Jewish identification and made 
it seem as if these bonds had always remained the same. The question is 
to what extent this image matches the self-image of the Portuguese Jews 
– both at the time of the Action Portuguesia and in the centuries from 
their arrival in the Republic, centuries in which they followed a winding 
road of integration, acculturation and assimilation.
 As the family history genre – that is: a series of life histories about 
several generations – is particularly suitable to find connections over 
a long period of time, the abovementioned question will be answe-
red on the basis of a history of the ancestors and descendants of Eli 
d’Oliveira.
 First, this dissertation contains a history of twelve generations of the 
Jessurun d’Oliveira family, on the basis of which an image is provided of 
the identity development of the Portuguese Jews in the Netherlands. Se-
cond, this book provides a biographical sketch of Eli d’Oliveira, whose 
life converge big themes of Dutch-Jewish history. Third, this disserta-
tion describes and analyses the backgrounds and progress of the large-
scale Action Portuguesia, thereby giving it a place in the historiography 
of the Netherlands in the Second World War.

The first part of this book focuses on the ancestors of Eli d’Oliveira. 
Of each generation, one or several D’Oliveiras are highlighted, with a 
particular attention for their socio-economic position, their marriage 
patterns, their connection with the traditional religion, the level of anti-
semitism they were faced with and their contacts and relationships with 
Ashkenazim and Christians in the Netherlands.
 Eli d’Oliveira’s first ancestor in the Netherlands was the Hebrew poet 
and sofer (author of religious documents) Moseh d’Oliveira. Contrary to 
what Eli d’Oliveira was to claim during the war, Moseh was not a new-
Christian from the Iberian Peninsula, but came from Venice, where, as 
a Jew, he had received a religious education. He probably arrived in Am-
sterdam in the 1670s, when the Portuguese-Jewish congregation was 
flourishing with many employment opportunities in the religious sec-
tor. During his youth, Moseh’s world was the Venetian ghetto while 



during the second part of his life it was the quite closed com munity of 
Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam.
 But in the course of time the bonds of Eli d’Oliveira’s ancestors chan-
ged. Initially, it was a very slow process. Moseh’s sons were, as far as 
we can check, typical representatives of the group of wealthy Sephar-
dic merchants and stockbrokers living in the area around the Nieuwe 
Heren- and Keizersgracht. Although they traded with the wide world 
– so including the Dutch: for good reason Elias (1691-1751) used the na-
me ‘Olivier’ instead of ‘D’Oliveira’ for the company name of his tra-
ding office –, they spoke Portuguese, and their social life still revolved 
almost entirely around the Portuguese community. They were devout 
congregation members, who cherished their (marital) ties with impor-
tant rabbi families like the Sasportases and the D’Azevedos. With the 
increasing number of Ashkenazim they only felt a connection in religi-
ous terms.
 A lot changed in the second half of the 18th century, when the Por-
tuguese community in Amsterdam was hit disproportionately hard by 
two international economic crises, in 1763 and in 1772-1773. Within the 
span of one generation poverty set in. Someone like Abraham d’Oliveira 
(1749-1823) was born in the world of great pomp and circumstance, of 
prosperous Sephardim of independent means with lavish canal houses 
and country houses on the river Vecht. But after the dramatic economic 
developments at the end of the century he came down in the world. He 
ended up in the congregation’s old men’s home at a relatively young age, 
and probably because of his old-Portuguese name – he was no longer 
able to support himself. As the socio-economic position changed over 
the course of time, so did the various identifications. It is, for example, 
telling that the recalcitrant Abraham married an Ashkenazi woman, 
even though this was formally forbidden, according to the rules of the 
Portuguese congregation. It was a step which would have been imper-
missible a century earlier.
 In the 19th century, the divided Sephardic, Ashkenazi and Christi-
an communities gradually (and increasingly) opened up towards each 
other. Just like all other (Portuguese) Jews in the Netherlands, the 
D’Oliveiras had received Dutch citizenship following the Emancipati-
on of 1796. They were formally Dutch. That did not mean that they we-



re now fully integrated into Dutch society – on the contrary. But as a 
result of King Willem I’s nation building policy and the associated edu-
cation reforms, there was, however, more interaction with non-Jewish 
Dutch, whose language they now spoke fluently. The divisions, parti-
cularly between the lower regions of the Sephardic community and the 
Ashkenazim community blurred; the formal lifting of the ban on marri-
ages between members of both Jewish congregations in 1810 speaks vo-
lumes. Abraham d’Oliveira (1811-1855), namesake and grandson of the 
eccentric free spirit, for example, married his Ashkenazi bride Griet-
je Levee in the Portuguese Synagogue. As a dancing teacher, he made 
his living by leading (masked) balls for Sephardic, Ashkenazi and non-
Jewish partygoers. In the 19th-century entertainment industry there 
seemed to be no room for strict divisions between ranks and communi-
ties, but instead for diversity. The life of Abraham’s son Jacques (1835-
1867), a violin virtuoso who toured all over the world, shows that in the 
19th century it was possible for Portuguese Jews to look and sometimes 
even climb across the fence of their own community.
 In the second half of the 1860s an event took place which, in terms 
of impact, was comparable to the economic crises in the previous cen-
tury, but in a positive sense. After the discovery of large diamond fields 
in South Africa the traditionally Jewish-dominated diamond indus-
try in Amsterdam received an enormous impulse. Sephardic and Ash-
kenazi Jews started en masse cutting diamonds. The economic oppor-
tunities in the industry had an emancipating effect. That was boosted 
by the foundation of the General Diamond Workers’ Union of the 
Netherlands (a ndb), headed by Henri Polak, which (particularly) at-
tracted young, Jewish diamond cutters. At the same time, the leaders 
of the Portuguese community did not emanate strength – for decades 
the Portuguese Israelite Congregation (pig) did not have a chief rabbi 
and the parnasim themselves often did not live according to their own 
standards – making it easy for many Portuguese diamond cutters and 
their families to take the step towards secularisation and socialism. The 
same applied to members of the D’Oliveira family.

The second part of this dissertation consists of a biographical outline 
of the first 48 years of the life of the main character: the hyper-intelli-



gent, (over)ambitious and uncompromising autodidact Eli d’Oliveira. 
He was the son of a diamond cutter and, like so many in Amsterdam’s 
diamond community, got captivated by socialism in his youth. He quic-
kly secularised, persuaded his friends (including, above all, the later pri-
me minister Willem Drees) to also become socialists, and in his debut 
novel Quasi-socialisten he settled the score with party members who, in 
his view, did not live according to their own standards.
 While Eli fairly soon said farewell to socialism, his aloofness towards 
the Portuguese-Jewish community remained intact – in 1927 he even 
had himself removed from the congregation. Nevertheless, he would 
retain a certain sense of pride about his origin: this becomes apparent 
in the emotional way in which he opposed the stereotypical depiction 
of Jews in two plays he reviewed; his review of Israël Querido’s Aron 
Laguna (1917) even reveals that Eli identified himself with the myth of 
Sephardic superiority. This ambivalent relationship with Judaism also 
returned in his interest in Jewish writers, who – like himself – struggled 
with their background.
 In his private life Eli also went through big developments. Raised in a 
small working-class flat in the neighbourhood of De Pijp he worked his 
way up from poor ‘penny-a-liner’ to prosperous, versatile self-employ-
ed entrepreneur: he ran a successful stenography office and, as a self-de-
clared psychologist and educationalist, opened his own practice in his 
home in the De Lairessestraat, located in the posh borough of Amster-
dam-Zuid. By then, there was not much left of the fanatic, idealistic so-
cialist of his younger years.
 In 1934 – the year in which the second part ends – Eli d’Oliveira was 
fully part of Dutch society: he published in non-Jewish newspapers and 
magazines, regularly appeared on av ro radio and had a varied circle of 
friends and acquaintances. All in all, his Dutch identification was extre-
mely high. His Jewish bond, on the contrary, was near absent. The same 
did not apply to his Portuguese identification; that was not very visible, 
but did occasionally emerge.

The third part of this dissertation describes and analyses the Action 
Portuguesia and the role played in it by the family D’Oliveira – in par-
ticular Eli, his son Jaap (1908-1978) and his daughter Elsa (1913-1998). 



In 1934, Elsa involved, as a student assistant, in a physical-anthropolo-
gical study by the renowned professor C.U. Ariëns Kappers, who de-
termined, on the basis of skull measurements, that there was a clear 
difference between the average Sephardic and Ashkenazi skull index. 
During the war years, this study would form the basis of the physical-
anthropological component of the Action Portuguesia.
 The Action Portuguesia started after members of two originally Por-
tuguese-Jewish families converted to Christianity – Teixeira de Mattos 
and Mendes de Leon – challenged their registration as Jews at the Ger-
man occupying administration. They were successful, because the Ger-
man official in charge of racial ‘doubtful cases’, Hans Calmeyer, was re-
ceptive to their objections, based on the myth of Sephardic superiority, 
and changed their status. When other Portuguese-Jewish families heard 
about these status changes, they also started, en masse, to produce ob-
jections. Eli d’Oliveira spent months in the Stargazers Room to proof, 
using his family tree – and related documents – that his ancestors had 
come to the Netherlands as Christians, that the family tree featured a 
number of prominent doctors and scholars, and that there had hardly 
been any mixing with Ashkenazi families. Furthermore, he requested 
and obtained attests by two physical anthropologists stating that his ap-
pearance did not have ‘Jewish traits’. And he wrote a separate document 
to proof that the common negative Jewish stereotypes did not apply to 
him.
 Because everybody was more or less using the same genealogical, his-
torical-cultural and physical-anthropological arguments, it wasn’t long 
before the prominent Portuguese-Jewish former-judge Nochem de Be-
neditty forged a plan to save the Portuguese as a collective, in close col-
laboration with the lawyer Nijgh, from The Hague, and the lawyers Van 
Krimpen, Kotting and Van Proosdij, from Amsterdam. They set up a 
commission, which helped sorting out genealogical information, they 
commissioned a historical report, they sought – and obtained – decla-
rations of loyalty from the Deutschfreundlige quarter, and they asked the 
professors C.U. Ariëns Kappers and J.F. van Bemmelen to support the 
physical-anthropological argument.
 Moreover, in the second phase of the Action Portuguesia a large-
scale study, headed by the young anthropologist and general practitio-



ner Arie de Froe, would be conducted into the differences, in terms of 
physical traits, between Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews. Eli d’Oliveira’s 
son Jaap, a professional photographer who was himself registered as 
‘mixed-married’ and, as such,- at least temporarily – protected from de-
portation, made a series of portraits of Portuguese Jews as supporting 
evidence. Furthermore, in collaboration with the ceramic artist Bert 
Nienhuis, he produced a picture book that was to portray the superior 
cultural qualities of Sephardim in the past and present. Jaap also sub-
jected himself to various tests within the framework of an uncompleted 
psychological study by the psychiatrist Coenraad van Emde Boas into 
the character and behaviour of Portuguese Jews in the Netherlands.
 The numerous arguments of the Action Portuguesia were well under-
pinned by highly esteemed researchers and lawyers. The conclusions 
may have been exaggerated, but the initiative takers genuinely believed 
in the accuracy of the foundations of the formulated theories, which 
had been worked out according to the accepted scientific views and me-
thods of that time. Those involved must have seen the Action as a ready 
chance to escape deportation.
 In principle, Calmeyer also took a positive stand on the arguments of 
the Portuguese Jews, but he did not have the authority to change their 
status as a collective. So he sought the opinion of German experts. In 
the meantime, he imposed a Sperrliste for ‘pure’ Portuguese Jews, inclu-
ding Eli, his first and second wife (the sisters Simcha and Louise Lo-
pes Cardozo), and his daughter Elsa. The hopes raised by this list must 
have been an important reason for many Portuguese, including the 
D’Oliveiras, not to go into hiding. They did not realise to what extent 
the rationally constructed, antisemitic ideology of the Nazis was, in ac-
tual fact, dominated by irrationality.
 The ‘Portuguese List’ would stand until 1 February 1944 – almost two 
years after the first deportations of Jews. In a separate night razzia the 
Portuguese on the list were arrested and transported to Westerbork. Al-
most three weeks later an inspection was held there – or, in Elsa’s words, 
a ‘pedigree cattle inspection’ – to reach the final verdict on the theories. 
In perfect accordance with the wishes of ss general Kaltenbrunner, 
three Nazis labelled the Portuguese as ‘Rassisches Untermenschentum’. 
The result was deportation to Theresienstadt.



 Elsa d’Oliveira was the only member of the group of Portuguese who 
was protected from the deportation. This was the result of an inge-
nuous, individual rescue operation by lawyer Nino Kotting, the neigh-
bour of Elsa’s fiancé. After a two-month stay in Westerbork, minute-
ly documented in many letters and diary entries, she was allowed to 
return home. She would never see her father Eli again. In the autumn 
of 1944 he, his wife Louise and most other Portuguese were deported 
from Theresienstadt to Auschwitz, where they were destined for imme-
diate death in the gas chamber. That was not the fate of Eli’s first wife, 
Simcha, who was part of the 1,200 Theresienstadt prisoners who were 
able to escape to Switzerland in an unexpected transport.

The final part of this book shows the extent of the continued effect of 
the (war) history on the lives of four descendants of Eli d’Oliveira.
 After the war, Eli’s daughter Elsa became the manager of her father’s 
estate, which meant that she closely followed the lengthy bureaucratic 
process of restoration of rights and restitution. Apart from a number 
of oft-repeated anecdotes Elsa did not say much about her war experi-
ences, about her involvement in the pre-war study by Ariëns Kappers or 
about the Action Portuguesia. A sense of shame probably played a role 
in this as well; after the war, several Ashkenazi historians had strongly 
criticised the Action. Elsa’s Jewish identification did seem to have incre-
ased as a result of the war: she had her second son, who was born after 
the war, circumcised, had many Jewish patients as a general practitioner 
in Bussum, joined several pro-Israeli organisations and went on several 
holidays to Israel. However, she had little affinity with religious Jewish 
customs and traditions.
 This was even truer for Ulli d’Oliveira (1933), Eli’s grandson. He iden-
tified himself not at all as ‘Jewish’, even though that is how others some-
times saw him. But his family’s war background would always dominate 
Ulli’s frame of reference. For a long time, he felt that he had to complete 
the life of his grandfather, whose character showed distinct similarities 
with his own. This is an important reason why Ulli’s career as, among 
other things, interviewer of a generation of writers and publicist in li-
terary journals, in some aspects resembled his grandfather’s. It wasn’t 
until a period of intensive ‘psychological rubble clearing’ in the 1990s 



that Ulli managed to process, to a certain extent, the wartime events.
 Eli’s granddaughter Suzanne Pereira (1949) also has an ambivalent 
relationship with her (Portuguese-)Jewish background. For a long time, 
it did not play a conscious part in her life. Around 1983 she got in touch, 
via a colleague, with a support group for children of war victims. She 
started to gain more knowledge about Jewish culture and (war) history, 
more frequently drawing analogies with the occupation period. People 
around hardly noticed her internal struggle with these issues. That 
changed in 1998 – the year her mother Elsa passed away – when Suzan-
ne for the first time read her mother’s letters from Westerbork and also 
heard from lawyer Jaap van Proosdij how her mother had been rescued 
at the time. Another important impulse came from the trip to Ausch-
witz, which she made together with her daughter Berthe and during 
which her murdered relatives were solemnly remembered. Today, Su-
zanne Pereira is active on many fronts in Jewish Amsterdam. She is the 
only descendant of Eli d’Oliveira who feels a bond with her Portuguese 
background – she even joined the pig. She is now openly ‘Jewish’ and 
behaves accordingly, but she professes her Judaism in a free way.
 Suzanne’s daughter – and Eli’s great-granddaughter – Berthe (1984) 
is even more alive to her Jewish background, despite her non-Jewish up-
bringing. She was also inspired by the trip to Auschwitz. However, un-
like her mother, she saw the trip as a conclusion – after that she did not 
want to look backward, but forward. She wanted to profess her Judaism 
in a positive way and joined various Liberal Jewish associations. Soon, 
she also came in touch with Orthodox Judaism: she got engaged with 
Sacha van Ravenswade, a chazzan from a strict, conservative Ashke-
nazi community in Amstelveen. The engagement means that from now 
on Berthe also has to adhere to the Halachic rules – a change in her life 
which is, at times, difficult, but also gives her a clear framework.
 On 7 September 2014 – 337 years after the wedding of ancestor 
Moseh d’Oliveira on the very same location – Berthe and Sacha got 
married in the Portuguese Synagogue. The marriage was a patchwork 
of the couple’s various Portuguese, Jewish and Dutch bonds and iden-
tifications, which jointly determine their identity. The same bonds ha-
ve always been present, to a more or lesser extent, in both the (micro) 
history of the D’Oliveira family and the (macro) history of the Portu-



guese Jews in the Netherlands. The concluding observations of this dis-
sertation therefore briefly look back at which identifications dominated 
at what time on the long and winding path of integration, acculturati-
on and assimilation followed by the Portuguese-Jewish family Jessurun 
d’Oliveira in the pluralist Dutch society.


