
Lisbon Portugal (9-13 March 2014) 
 
Sunday, we spent travelling, but in a reasonably civilized fashion.  Our Alitalia flight left Israel at 10:30 
am, arriving in Rome at 13:15 local time, and the continuation flight, a TAP/Alitalia code share, left Rome 
15:45, arriving in Lisbon just before 18:00 local time.  Quite a bit of the 2 ½ hours in Rome was taken up 
with going through security checks/passport control, but we eased the pain of waiting in line with some 
good ice cream. On arrival in Lisbon, while buying metro tickets, we met up with a couple of Ray’s 
colleagues – Farzi from Paris and Nahum from TAU – both had arrived on the flight from Paris without 
identifying each other. We travelled together to the hotel, and continued out to supper at a 
neighborhood restaurant, the Marisqueira Santa Marta (highly recommended – both for food and very 
pleasant wait staff, we went back there the last night we were in Lisbon).  
 
Our hotel, the Fenix, is located on Marquis de Pombal Square, and we had a great view out our window 
of the statue of the man with a lion.  The Marquis de Pombal was appointed prime minister of Portugal 
by King Joseph I after the November 1, 1755 earthquake which devastated the city, killing more than a 
third of its residents. Between the immediate effects of the earthquake – estimated to be a 9 on the 
Richter scale, as well as the tsunami and fires which followed, few buildings in the city remained intact. 
The Marquis de Pombal was very efficient in organizing the rebuilding campaign. He’s quoted as saying, 
“What now? We bury the dead and heal the living”. And so he did. Despite the huge death toll, there 
were no epidemics following the quake. The new central district featured the world’s first earthquake-
proof buildings. In the process, he had models of the new buildings tested for earthquake resistance and 
designed a country wide survey about the earthquake that contributed to the fledging science of 
seismology.  He even managed to stop the worst abuses of the inquisition by appointing his brother as 
Chief Inquisitor and turning the inquisition on the Jesuits, whom he later expelled from the country. 
However, he made a lot of enemies due to his extreme anti-clericalism and generally high-handed 
approach aimed at challenging the status quo of twin domination by the nobility and the church.  And 
the educational system in Portugal was impacted for years by the Jesuit’s exile as no widespread liberal 
system was created in place of their educational network. After King Joseph died in 1777, his daughter 
Maria I, who was a devotee of the Jesuits, summarily fired the Marquis on her ascent to the throne and 
went to the extent of forbidding him to come within 20 kilometers of her! He died peacefully on his 
country estate several years later.     
 
It seems we were in Portugal at the perfect time – all winter it had been quite rainy but we enjoyed 
beautiful sunny spring weather (highs in high teens C, high sixties F) all week. It was quite a relief after 
leaving Tel Aviv in the grips of the oppressive dust from repeated hamsimim.   
 
Monday, the conference started late, and Ray managed to join Edie for the beginning of her circuit 
through the Barrio Alto – a picturesque part of town on a hill above our hotel.  After spending a few 
hours wandering through this neighborhood and enjoying the views of Lisbon looking down Edie 
followed the Cascada da Gloria alongside one of the funicular trams, down to the Baixa – the newer 
(post 1755) town. Like Rome, Lisbon is built on seven hills, but in a much more compact area, and it 
makes for challenging walking if one doesn’t cheat and take one of the many modes of transport 
designed to make life easier.     
 



 
 

One of the many shortcuts to getting up and down The National Theatre 

 
Edie happened to pass the National Theatre of Maria II just 10 minutes before a once a week behind the 
scenes tour was starting and jumped at the chance to join it. Especially since, as in much of Europe, 
most museums are closed on Monday.  As turned out to be typical this week, the tour was almost a 
private one – the only other participants being a retired couple from Belgium. The tour was pretty 
thorough – front stage and backstage.  The theatre was built between 1842 and 1846 and inaugurated 
on Queen Maria’s birthday. It is constructed in in neo-classical Palladian style. Alas, it was gutted by fire 
in 1964 so the interior of the building is a restoration – albeit a very grand one and purportedly very 
similar to the original. Gold leaf and crystal chandeliers abound. The reception rooms are rented out for 
various events.  
 
The restoration was utilized to introduce a few innovations. A separate experimental theatre with 
flexible seating for up to 90 was added. The main theatre stage was upgraded with a modern set 
changing mechanism and fly bridge to operate it, on which we walked, and also an iron cage which 
encloses the stage when the theatre is closed to protect from fire, which thankfully we didn’t get caged 
into.   
 
We saw the dressing rooms for the leading actors/actresses and the huge costume inventory.  There are 
some 70 employees in the theatre – both administrative and technical (e.g. the seamstresses for the 
costumes) – but we didn’t see many of them at work. There’s obviously a bit of created employment 
here.  Our tour was accompanied not only by the guide, but also by another woman whose sole 
responsibility was to turn on and off the lights. The economics of the theatre aren’t so clear. Ticket 
prices are low, under Euro 20 even for the best seats. Not all of the seating in the main theatre is utilized 
– for example, the “Presidential (formerly the ‘royal’ box) is very rarely used by the President and the 
seats are never sold to anyone else.  The third ring of balconies is no longer used – it is good viewing 
only with standing room, and no one is willing to stand through a performance these days.  Apparently 
the theatre is on the verge of bankruptcy due to the lingering economic crisis in Portugal and sharp 
decrease in the level of government support for cultural activities.  

What the guide didn’t tell us is that the theatre was built on the former site of the Estaus Palace which 
was the seat of the Inquisition. The palace survived the 1755 earthquake but was destroyed by fire in 
1836. A few steps from the theatre there is a memorial to the two thousand Jews killed in a 1506 
massacre. Of course, many more were killed leading up and in the course of deportation and during the 



inquisition.  Although the history of Jews in Portugal goes back to Roman times, many of Portugal’s 
Jewish community were exiles from Spain in 1492, first, temporarily, against payment, and later upon 
the sufferance of King Manuel, who ascended to the throne in 1494. Soon after, however, the Spanish 
state was united, and the Portuguese King married Isabella of Asturias (northern Spain – an area we 
travelled through several years ago). Part of the marriage contract was expulsion and/or conversion of 
the Portuguese Jews. Many emmigrated – one of the major destinations being the Ottoman Empire, as it 
was for Spanish Jews. Many died on their way. And many stayed and converted – often maintaining 
Jewish practice in secret, to the extent possible. The “New Christians”, forcibly converted Jews, were on 
and off investigated and executed by the inquisition which started in Portugal in 1536 and was only 
officially disbanded in 1821.   

The massacre began in the São Domingos Convent on Sunday, 19 April 1506. The faithful were praying 
for the end of a drought and plague that had swept the country when someone swore they had seen the 
illuminated face of Christ on the altar — a phenomenon that could only be explained by the Catholics 
present as a miracle.  A “New Christian” thought otherwise, and voiced his opinion that it was only the 
reflection of a candle on the crucifix. Hearing this, the men gathered for Mass grabbed the man by his 
hair and brought him outside the church where he was beaten to death by the crowd and his body was 
burnt in Rossio (one of the main squares of central Lisbon).  From that point, the New Christians, who 
were already not trusted by the population, became the scapegoats for the drought, famine and plague. 
Dominican friars promised absolution for sins committed over the previous 100 days to those who killed 
the "heretics”. The Court and the King had earlier left Lisbon in order to escape the plague, and were 
absent when the massacre began. King Manuel dispatched magistrates to try to put an end to the 
bloodbath but the crowd grew and the violence spread. Only two days later, did members of the court 
arrive and succeed in stopping the massacre.  (At least one senior official was killed in the process “by 
mistake”).  

  Rua Augusta , the main street leading to the river through the Baixa, is a pedestrian walkway and chock 
full of “middle of the street”  tourist restaurants. After wandering around this area and along the river, 
Edie headed back up to the Barrio Alto, and found on a side street a good all inclusive daily plate of 
grilled sardines for under Euro 10.   
 
Edie spent the afternoon popping in and out of the many antique furniture shops and galleries in the  
area, and visiting a model apartment in a restored building. A la “A Place in the Sun”, Edie told the agent 
that we were thinking of retiring to Portugal, and got a hard sell about why this would be the perfect 
place for us.  The apartment was gorgeous, but on a busy street, and no, we are not planning to retire to 
Portugal – although we are definitely planning another visit. We can see the attraction of Portugal to 
retiring Brits – prices in general are the cheapest we’ve seen in Western Europe and English is widely 
spoken at least by those under 40. And of course there is the sun…  
 
Evening was taken up with a conference reception, at which the wine flowed freely, and everyone was 
very jolly.    
 
On Tuesday, Edie headed off for a walking tour from Lisbon Walkers termed “Legends”- sampling parts 
of the Baixa, Castle Hill and the Alfama.  It ended up being almost a private tour – with only one other 
walker, a gentleman from Vienna. This company doesn’t require pre-booking for their walks, held every 
day except Christmas and New Year. The guide, Margarita, was excellent, with many “behind the 
stones” stories.   
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Praca do Comercio “Near” the center of the square: King Joseph 

 
 
We started in Praca do Comercio, a large square on the River Tejo, which is today ringed on three sides 
by government buildings and backs onto the Baixa – the “new” part of the town built after the 
devastating 1755 earthquake.  Don Selina would have enjoyed the guide’s exposition of the Masonic 
foundations of the post-earthquake rebuild.  The Marquis de Pombal was the instigator.  He was greatly 
attracted by the enlightenment movement and had become a Mason during the period that he was 
ambassador in London and then Vienna.  After the earthquake, he gathered around him a team of 
architects and engineers for the reconstruction who were also Masons.  Amongst the many coincidences 
that the guide cited: the triangular constructions of key focal points on the Praca do Comercio, the grid 
format of the streets – being 9 or 3×3 vertically from the square and 3 + 5 summing to 8 horizontally 
from the square, numerous instances of triangles hidden in reconstructed churches  and in adjacent 
round abouts, etc.  This part of the city was constructed in uniform block-long four-story buildings, 
painted bright yellow – the cheapest color at that time. While the basic structure has been maintained, 
1-2 stories have been added to many buildings, and white is now the predominant color.  
 

  

Rua Augusta And the view out to Praca do Comercio  

 



Most churches in this city center are hidden in one way or another. We visited one, “Our Lady of the 
Olive Trees” which was built in the first and second floors of one of the standard blocks, with only a very 
small cross on the exterior to indicate that it was a church. The church was funded and dedicated by a 
couple who prayed many years for a child, only for her to die at the age of 12. When Mary came to them 
both the same night in a dream, carrying an olive branch, and telling them that had their daughter lived 
she would have committed adultery, they agreed that they must be grateful for divine providence 
(better early death than to sin so grievously) and thus built the church.  For more than 300 years, the 
floors above the church stayed empty, although there is no official prohibition of living above a church. 
Another church, the Maria Magdelena, which survived the earthquake, was restored to resemble 
externally Masonic concepts of Solomon’s temple and three triangles are hidden within the internal 
décor.  By the way, near the National Theatre, the cathedral, Santa Domingo, associated with the 
Dominican order, was restored by King Joseph’s order, but Pombal managed to minimize the church’s 
presence without actually contravening the King’s explicit instructions. He simply continued the building 
of the standard blocks in front of the church, so it is not visible from the large public square. Farther 
away from the center of the city, there are some reasonably grand churches, but they are much less 
predominant than in most of the Catholic countries in Europe.      
 
We passed Saint Anthony’s church and the (small) cathedral at which he was baptized. In his thirty five 
years, Anthony travelled a great deal for those days – born of a noble family in Lisbon, educated in the 
Augustine order in Lisbon and Coimbra, where he later entered the Franciscan order, attracted by the 
simplicity and modesty of their practice, and furthering his mission with the Franciscans in Italy until his 
death in Padua. His route to Padua was rather more complicated than ours will be.  Inspired by 5 
Franciscan martyrs who died in Morocco while trying to convert the Moslems (in the early 1200s, well 
before the re-conquest), he set off for Morocco on a similar mission, but bid a hasty retreat due to 
illness, and ended up in Italy when his boat was blown off course.  Anthony was made a saint only a year 
after his death at a young age – the second fastest canonization in church history and there are 
innumerable reasons why he is beloved by many Catholics. One that especially spoke to us is that he is 
regarded as the “address” for prayer about finding lost objects! 
 

 
 

Stature showing events in St. Anthony’s life Study center of Nobel prize winner Saramago in a 
historic building 

 
The walking tour continued through the Alfama, the original Lisbon and a neighborhood that has 
retained more of the “old Lisbon” than most others as it was not destroyed in the earthquake.  The 
name supposedly comes from the Arabic Al-hamma, meaning the hot fountains or baths or possibly 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_language


from the Arabic word Alfamm meaning the mouth.  It’s a real jumble, with buildings every which way, 
but gorgeous views down to the river.   
 

  
Part of the jumble… And looking beyond: the view down to the river 

 
 
Traditionally a neighborhood of the poor, Alfama has become one of the centers for fado, a popular 
Portugese musical gendre.  And again, very cheap restaurants – after her tour was over and she visited 
the “sexiest WC in the world” (overrated, but worth a Euro) and a Design Museum which tried to be 
sexy but really wasn’t, Edie returned for a delicious fish lunch, this time for only Euro 6.   
 

  
The come-on The sponsor (the more interesting shots are edited out) 

 
At the highest point in the Alfama walking tour, we overlooked the National Pantheon, originally the 
Church of Santa Engrácia, a martyr of the city of Braga- northern Portugal. The first church dedicated to 
the Saint was sponsored by Princess Maria, daughter of King Manuel I, around 1568. In 1681, building of 
the current church began after previous structures collapsed. For a variety of reasons, building work 
stopped several times and the church was left unfinished until the 20th century.  Our guide told us that 
Obras de Santa Engrácia (literally Saint Engrácia's works) has become a Portuguese synonym for projects 
that take forever to complete. Eventually the church was re-inaugurated in 1966 as the Pantheon. So 
essentially, the church was never finished as a church.  
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Looking up to the National Pantheon…  

 
 
Herein lies a tale…Our guide told us a story of a romance between a young nun who had been put in the 
nearby convent against her will by her family, after her relationship with a New Christian was 
discovered. For some time afterwards, her lover hung around the convent and church towards evening, 
when he would slip into the convent to be with his beloved. One day, a theft of the treasures of the 
church was discovered, and this suspicious character was linked to the event. Of course, neither he nor 
his lover could testify on the real reasons he was hovering around near the church every evening- as 
that would have been an instant death sentence for both. Despite protestations of innocence, he was 
found guilty and executed (that he was a New Christian undoubtedly did not speak in his favor). Before 
his death, he made a curse that the church should never be finished. The nun lived to a ripe old age, and 
in her dying days, she had a visitor who confessed to being the thief but told her that he had known 
about her romance and didn’t approve, and therefore had no qualms that he hadn’t confessed earlier.    
 
Walking back to the hotel turned into a bit of a trek. Aiming to vary the route, and overshooting, Edie 
ended up more the doubling the normal walking distance and wandering through an “interesting” area 
with a lot of African immigrants.  Correcting was complicated by the lack of street name signs in this 
neighborhood. By the time Edie got back to the hotel, it was definitely time for a rest. Ray had organized 
a group of 10 to go out for a fado performance and dinner – good food, if a bit pricey, reasonable and 
spirited music, if not the most professional.  In retrospect, we probably should have made the effort to 
go to Alfama – although it would have been much farther than Barrio Alto, it is really the best place to 
hear good fado at reasonable prices.  
 
Wednesday, Edie had a really busy day, but not nearly as exhausting as the previous one. The 
Gulbenkian Museum was the first stop –about a 20 minute walk from our hotel through the pleasant 
Parque Eduardo VII.  This museum contains the private art collection of an Armenian oil magnate who 
throughout his career invested 10% of his income in art. He was known as “Mr. 5%” after he sold out his 
oil company to 4 of the majors for 5% of their stock. He lived much of his life in Paris, and in London, but 
found a refuge in neutral Portugal during WW II, and lived there until the end of his life (1955). (An 
oddity, some unpleasantness arose when the UK defined him as an enemy alien during the war). 
Through a foundation, he bequeathed his art collection and much of his fortune to the State of Portugal, 
and this museum is the result. It is actually a whole cultural center located in a beautiful park which 



hosts special events and exhibits, and contains his original collection, a modern art museum, a library 
and auditorium.  
Edie concentrated on the original collection which is located in a building that perfectly harmonizes with 

the lush gardens that surround it. There are windows looking towards internal and external courtyards 

from almost every gallery and ample seating to look out at the view which becomes itself part of the 

museum. The approximately 3,000 pieces of art, ranging from tapestry, ceramics, jewelry and glassware 

to paintings, sculpture and furniture are divided into two circuits: one is devoted to the Middle and Far 

East, with particular emphasis on objects from Persia and Egypt, and the second to European art, with 

an emphasis on French decorative arts.   

After a light lunch in the museum café (recommended – has some nice vegetarian options), it was on to 
another walking tour, this time with “Lisbon Spirit” to the western section of the city called “Belem” 
(derived from Bethlehem). This waterfront section of the city was a key defense point and port from 
which the explorers set sail, and today there are tens of museums and monuments devoted to that 
period along a riverside promenade and a few hundred meters on shore. The promenade, as well as a 
major highway and train line, are on reclaimed land; in earlier times, the water came up to the 
secondary road along which the major original buildings stand such as the Jeronimos Monastery and the 
Royal (now Presidential) Palace. The walking tour gave a taste for more, and Saturday afternoon Edie 
returned to the area together with Ray.  
 
The Age of Discovery reached a peak at the turn of the 16th century when Vasco da Gama discovered a 

shorter route to India and Pedro Álvares Cabral discovered Brazil. With the creation of trade posts and 

colonies on the new trade routes, the Portuguese empire spanned four continents. Portugal as a whole 

and in particular Lisbon enjoyed a great increase in wealth.  

We viewed the Belem Tower, a key fortress protecting the city in these times and the more modern 

Monument to the Discoveries originally built as a temporary structure for the 1940 World Exhibition to 

celebrate the achievements of explorers during the Age of Discovery and the creation of Portugal's 

empire. What we see saw is an exact replica of the temporary structure built in 1960 on the occasion of 

the 500th anniversary of Henry the Navigator's death.  The monument shows more than 30 statues of 

people who played an important role in the discoveries. Leading the way on the western side is Henry 

the Navigator who is shown standing on the bow holding a model of a caravel. Henry was a driving force 

behind the overseas exploration and he financed many of the expeditions. Behind him are king Afonso V 

- who supported the exploration and colonization of Africa - and the explorers Vasco da Gama (who 

found a direct route to India), Pedro Álvares Cabral (discoverer of Brazil) and Ferdinand Magellan (the 

first explorer to circumnavigate the world but regarded as a traitor by the Portugese as he was working 

for Spain). They are followed by navigators, writers, missionaries, a mathematician, a map maker and 

other figures from the era of the discoveries. Visitors can enter the monument, which contains a 

museum, exhibition halls and other rooms spread over seven floors and a rooftop with panoramas over 

Belém and the Tagus River, alas we did not have time to do so.   

 



  
 

Monument to the Discoveries  King Henry the Navigator 

 
A word about the economics of these walking tours: it’s clear that in the “off” season with 2-3 walkers 
each paying Euro 10-15 , that running tours is more of a form of publicity than an immediate money 
making proposition. Our guide for this tour has one partner. He does the tours during the week and she 
runs the groups during the weekends. Each has another job during the time in which they don’t work 
guiding. He works part time in a supermarket, not a job that would seem commensurate with his college 
plus education. Similarly, taxis are plentiful and cheap. But Portugal is clearly in depression.    
  
Ray and Edie met up at the close of this tour to give Ray a bit of a taste of Lisbon outside the conference 
room. We went to the Castelo de S. Jorge – the ruins of a 12th century royal complex and to which was 
added a number of military installations in the 18-19th centuries. (The last king lived in the castle in the 
16th century.) It has a commanding view of the city: we were lucky to arrive just in time enjoy to a 
spectacular sunset, to visit a small museum and to walk on the castle walls, as well as to try to 
photograph the many peacocks roosted in the trees around the castle.    
  
tle 



  
He had a bird’s eye view over Lisbon And so did we… 

 
 
A tip from the walking tour guide helped save us a lot of walking time – on the castle side off the street 
leading from the Baixa Metro station there are two elevators which ascend most of the hill to the castle. 
We then went to the conference dinner –fado again in the Barrio Alto – quickly accessed via the 
escalators on the other side of the metro station.  This time we were at El Luso, a much more crowded 
and touristy venue than the previous evening, but it was a spirited performance with dancing as well as 
the singing and the wine flowed freely.  
 

  
Entertainers at El Luso Part of our group looking on 

There were several groups present although ours was the largest. One of Ray’s colleagues reported with 
glee that he got talking with a group of tour operators from Britain and when he explained what the 
conference was and the background of the participants, the ladies said, oh so you are scientists, now we 
understand why everyone looks so intelligent.  
 
 

  



Coimbra Portugal (13-15 March 2014) 
 
After a final morning meeting of the conference, we headed north to Coimbra by train. We opted for the 
slower train which took about 2 ½ hours as opposed to 2 hours via the express, but at half the price.  
Even with a 50% senior discount, the difference was substantial. Going out of Lisbon from the Oriente 
Station we saw many industrial areas, but the landscape soon became rural, mostly flat with a few 
gently rolling hills as we proceeded north.  
 
Ray’s colleague met us at the train station and dropped Edie off at the apartment we’d rented. After 5 
days in a rather compact hotel room, the apartment was the height of luxury. For Euro 50/night, we had 
a comfortable living room, fully equipped kitchen, bedroom and bath, with the extra plus of a roof top 
patio. It was restfully furnished in greys and whites (from IKEA of course).  Although it was a 30 minute 
walk from the center of town or a 5 minute bus ride, it was the perfect base for our two day stay.  
Edie was quite happy to get settled while the men went off to the university. First, off to the nearest 
supermarket to stock up with provisions for the next few days. Then back to home base for a few hours 
reading on the roof patio.     

 

 
 

Views from our patio….  

 
After their meetings, Ray’s colleague took us out for dinner at one of his favorite neighborhood 
restaurants where Ray much enjoyed his first ever meal of kid. 
 
The next day we headed off for the historic university area. The university was founded in 1290 in Lisbon 
by Royal order of King Dinis but settled in its current location in Coimbra by the order of King Joao the III 
in 1537, after alternating between Lisbon and Coimbra in the intervening years. Coimbra already had a 
tradition of higher education with the highly regarded Monastery of Santa Cruz (where St. Anthony had 
studied). It is one of the oldest European universities in continuous operation but one of the last to 
accept women students, well into the 20th century.    
  
 



 
 

The heart of the old university  Students in traditional garb 

 
 

 

 
The Iron gate And its guards 

 
The historic part of the university is spectacularly beautiful. We toured the Joanine Library, built in the 
early 18th century to house a collection that was held in the university library after the permanent 
transfer of the university to Coimbra in the early 16th century.  Interestingly to us, the original library 
was only open to students 4-6 hours a day. One of the most valuable books is the Abravanel Bible, a 
parchment manuscript on parchment attributed to the school of calligraphers from Lisbon, in the 15th 
century. Only around 20 copies are known in the world because most of these manuscripts were 
confiscated and burned by the Inquisition. It is known as the Abravanel Bible (for the Abravanel family, 
of which the famous philosopher Isaac was a member) since it has notes related to the Abravanel family.   
The care taken to preserve the collection of books includes limiting access to a small number of visitors 
during restricted hours. It wasn’t a problem getting immediate admission in March, but apparently it can 
be quite a wait in the summer.   Bats living in the roof are welcome as they protect the books from all 
kinds of insects.  On the “noble” (main) floor the elaborate ceilings are painted in a variety of themes 
related to wisdom with a trompe l’oeil technique. Down below, there is a further book depository and 
further down, an academic prison used until 1832- students served time there for various disciplinary 
offences! 



 
We also visited the late 15th century Manualite chapel of S. Miguel with its impressive organ and tiled 
walls and the ceremonial hall where university events are still held. The structure and usage are very 
similar to the University at Salamanca which Edie toured a few years back. Here, we saw family waiting 
with endless bouquets of flowers for a candidate sitting his exam in one of the side rooms – apparently 
he passed as we heard great shouts of joy as he exited (and we entered).  We weren’t able to visit the 
Bell Tower on the courtyard which is apparently sometimes open.  
 
Much of the newer part of the campus was built in grey mid-20th century utilitarian style during de 
Salazar’s rule.  A former economics professor at Coimbra, he encouraged the rapid expansion of the 
university as prime minister- but unfortunately, little attention was paid to preservation outside of the 
main historic center or integration of the new building with the old. We passed on several museums – 
most notably the newly re-opened Museu Nacional de Machado de Castro which we were especially 
sorry to have missed.    
We spent a relaxing hour in the Botanical Garden, which was founded in 1772-1774. It is integrated in 
the Natural History Museum established by (guess who) the Marquis of Pombal!  

 

  
In the Botanical garden At the right, a Café, formerly a church. 

 
We continued on downhill to the center of town, through a real warren of alleyways, making a detour to 
the area which was once the Jewish ghetto – there are no remaining Jews and we did not see any traces 
which you’ll normally find such as Hebrew lettering and sometimes a mezuzah or signs that a mezuzah 
was chiseled onto a doorpost in the past. We visited the Church of Santa Cruz briefly, where there are 
two impressive 16th century royal tombs. St. Anthony is commemorated there by a stature in the main 
altar area.  To the right of the church, the building you see in the photo above is now a café but was 
originally a church: the altar is now used for lectures and the present women’s rest room was once a 
confessional.   
 
The church was decommissioned as part of the law ordering the nationwide dissolution of the 
monasteries in 1834 issued by then Minister of Justice and later Prime Minister de Aguiar.  Their vast 
patrimony was taken over by the Portuguese State and incorporated into the National Exchequer. This 
law and its anti-ecclesiastical spirit earned Joaquim António de Aguiar the nickname "The Friar-Killer" – 
one might see some similarities here to the Marquis de Pombal. 
 



We stopped at the large central market on our way back “home”, and although it was late in the day, 
were able to buy some very nice fresh fish for supper.  
 

 
 

R & R on patio pre-Shabbat For another beautiful sunset 

 
 
Lisbon Portugal (15-16 March 2014) 
 
Back in Lisbon, we spent a few hours in the Monastery Cloister which is a UNESCO heritage site and truly 
beautiful.  
 

  
  

 
We continued to the Coach Museum – mainly because it was open until 17:30 while most of the other 
museums close at 17:00.  The Coach Museum was actually surprisingly interesting.  It is housed in the 
old Horse Riding Arena of the Royal Palace (now the presidential palace). The carriages are displayed in 
the inner arena, and further exhibits are located in the balconies which were once used by the Royal 
family to watch the horse riding exhibitions and games held in the arena. The extensive collection of 
carriages originated from the royal collection and it gives a picture of carriage development throughout 
Europe.  The coach was first developed in Hungary, in the town of Kocs, in the 15th century – a horse –



drawn vehicle with leather belt suspension. The "cart of Kocs" as the Hungarians called it (kocsi szekér) 
soon became popular all over Europe. The name of the town mutated into the English word coach and 
to its equivalents in nearly all European languages. (By the way the term “coaching” to mean an 
instructor or trainer arose around 1830 in Oxford University- as one who “carries” a student through an 
exam.) 

The early coaches were not very comfortable nor were they all that safe. They were prone to swaying, 
and sometimes turning over. One of the big advances in the carriage trade was the development of the 
“Berliner” in the mid-seventeenth century – in Berlin, of course.  A Berliner was a covered, fast and light, 
four-wheeled, travelling carriage with thorough brace suspension, with the body hung high between the 
perches by shafts to leather braces. It was much less likely to overturn than other carriages and a stirrup 
or footstool made boarding more convenient. A later development (18th cent.) was the chaise, which 
featured a steel leaf-spring suspension, rather than the leather belts used in earlier carriages. 

  

p

 
 

Going off to visit the queen (traditional coach) Suspension system of the “Berliner” 

 
In the evening (Erev Purim) we headed off for the reading of Megilat Ester at Lisbon’s Orthodox 
synagogue, located just a few blocks from our hotel. The Jews, exiled from Portugal in 1497, were 
formally invited to return by the king in the 1880’s. Several small minyanim were established, but the 
women insisted on uniting forces and building a central synagogue. The present building, while quite 
beautiful, was sited to front on a side alley, rather than the main street, so as to be less obtrusive in the 
capital of a Catholic country. The megilla reading was quite nice, with spirited noise making blotting out 
the name of Haman, from a congregation of about 50 of all ages.  
 
We both have been reading about Portuguese history – general and in particular, Jewish. One rather 
light-weight book (content wise) entitled The Sephardic Jews of Spain and Portugal by Dolores Sloan 
gives an interesting view on several of the prominent 15th century Jews one of them being Isaac 
Abrabanel who tried to use all his connections with royalty to prevent the Jewish expulsion from Spain. 
Abrabanel was born, educated and started his career in Portugal where his family had fled from Spain 
following the massacres in Castille in 1391.  King Afonso V of Portugal employed him as treasurer from 
an early age however, after the death of Afonso he was obliged to relinquish his office, having been 
accused by King John II of connivance with the Duke of Braganza, who had been executed on the charge 
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of conspiracy. Abravanel, warned in time, saved himself by a hasty flight to Castile in 1483. His large 
fortune was confiscated by royal decree. 
  
In Toledo, his new home, he occupied himself at first with Biblical studies but shortly afterward he 
entered the service of the house of Castile, collecting tax revenues and to supplying provisions for the 
royal army. During the Reconquista, Abrabanel advanced considerable sums of money to the king. When 
the banishment of the Jews from Spain was ordered with the Alhambra decree, he left nothing undone 
to induce the king to revoke the edict. Several times he personally spent large amounts of his personal 
fortunes to bribe the Spanish Monarchy to permit the Jews to remain in Spain.  It is claimed that 
Abrabanel offered them 600,000 crowns for the revocation of the edict but Ferdinand hesitated, but 
was prevented from accepting the offer by Torquemada, the grand inquisitor, who dashed into the royal 
presence and, throwing a crucifix down before the king and queen, asked whether, like Judas, they 
would betray their Lord for money. In the end, he managed only to get the date for the expulsion to be 
extended by two days. He warned Israbella that the loss of the Jewish community, loyal subjects and 
skilled workers, would mark the beginning of the end of the Spanish Empire- and eventually, that seems 
to have been so.  
 
Abrabanel did manage to preserve some of his fortune, with royal agreement, and landed up in Italy, 
first in Naples, later and after Naples was conquered by the French, in northern Italy.  In his later years, 
he settled in Venice, where his services were employed in negotiating a commercial treaty between 
Portugal and the Venetian Republic. He died in Venice in 1508 and was buried in Padua since at that 
time, Jews were not allowed to be buried within the City of Venice.  Owing to the destruction of the 
Jewish cemetery there during the Siege of Padua in 1509, his grave is now unknown.  
  
 

Padua Italy (16-25 March 2014) 
   
After the sunny pleasantly cool weather we enjoyed in Portugal, during our stay in Italy  the skies were 
grey most days and there was occasional light rain many days. This made teaching 8 hour days for Ray, 
and the several hours spent on correcting exercises by Edie more bearable.  This trip, we decided to pass 
on Hotel Igea where the university usually puts us up, and we rented a small but centrally located and 
pleasant apartment through airbnb.  Coincidentally, both the owners, who are working most of the time 
in Oxford, and the very pleasant sister who provides on-site arrangements, are plasma physicists.  
Although Padua has many very excellent restaurants, it was a great relief to eat-in most nights, leaving 
going out for a few occasions when we were not too pressured with the course work to enjoy 2 hour 
repasts.  Unfortunately, the easy access to fresh pasta and great cheeses contributed to the weight gain 
we’ve both experienced since we returned from the Australian venture.  
 
Most of our sightseeing was on the weekend, but while Ray was teaching, Edie did manage to sightsee a 
bit in the Padua area, filling in a few gaps from previous trips.  The most eagerly awaited was a return to  
Vicenza, specifically to view the interior of Palladio’s famous Rotonda Villa, one of the few sites in this 
center of Palladian architecture that we’d missed on previous trips. The Villa was inspired by the 
Pantheon in Rome and was likewise the inspiration for Thomas Jefferson’s residence Monticello. We’d 
previously visited the grounds but the interior is open only on Wednesdays in the winter season.  You 
can visit the main floor which contains four symmetric porticos around the grand central rotunda hall 
and four salons at 45 degree angles to the porticos to increase their sunlight exposure. Fabulous 
sculptures and paintings by Alessandro and Giovanni Battista Maganza and Anselmo Canera adorn the 
interior. An interesting set of frescos relates, allegorically, the life story of the first owner, Paolo 
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Almerico, a retired priest who’d been an assistant to two popes. He and Palladio, sadly, died before the 
completion of the building. 
  
After walking about 2 km from the center of town to the villa, Edie decided to visit another nearby villa, 
the Villa Valmarana ai Nani, intrigued by the sculptures of dwarfs decorating the external wall. Built in 
the mid 1600s, beautiful frescoes by Tiepolo were added a hundred years later.  There is an intimate feel 
here, with the villa being well furnished and many family pictures left on site.  An adjacent separate 
guesthouse with seven suites is also extensively decorated by both local and Far East scenes – now that 
would be nice to have for visitors!  
  
 
On other days Edie a few sites in Padua that she’d missed in the past.  Given Saint Anthony’s role in each 
of the places we visited on this trip, it seemed the proper opportunity to visit the basilica that 
commemorates him in Padua.  The cathedral is actually Vatican territory: the original chapel was extant 
in the 1200s- even before Saint Anthony’s death but it has been significantly expanded since.  It is very 
grand and dominates one of the main squares of the city. Unlike many European cathedrals, which seem 
more like art museums than active places of worship, this cathedral is packed with pilgrims of all ages 
who clearly venerate Saint Anthony, one of the most popular Catholic saints. A statue of Saint Anthony  
and several other favorite Paduan saints by Donatello, the ornate white marble tomb of Saint Anthony,  
a series of reliefs illustrating scenes from the life of Saint Anthony and more contribute to an 
exceptionally artistically pleasing whole as well as being objects of veneration.  The saint’s relics are 
located in a side chapel behind the altar and include his complete tongue, his lower jaw with all teeth 
and his vocal cords - very appropriate for a saint whose preaching was so well known for its eloquence. 
Needless to say they are gazed upon with great devotion.  
 
The adjacent cloister contains the graves of some of the most illustrious Padovans, such as Gabriel 
Fallopius.  There are no gravestones – they were cleared when Napolean decreed that the cemetery be 
moved out of the city, but the bodies were left behind. A huge magnolia tree, planted in the 1800s, 
dominates the cloister.   
 
 
 Alongside the cathedral, the Oratory of Saint George contains very interesting frescoes from the 1370s 
showing the life of St. Catherine. Here there is no need to pre-book or to fit into a short scheduled visit 
as in the famous Scovegni Chapel.  So much so, that Edie almost got locked into the adjacent hall when 
she couldn’t figure how to get out the exit door. 
 
On a rare sunny morning, Edie walked around the Botanical Garden of the Univerity of Padova, which  is 
the oldest university botanical garden in the world to have conserved its original location and its 
structure is practically unaltered over the centuries. It was established in 1545 expressly for the 
cultivation of medicinal plants. Today, it contains 3,500 plant species with particular attention to rare 
plants for the Veneto Region and north-east Italy. There are 18th century greenhouses still in operation.  
However, the up-keep of the garden is not quite up to snuff, and while it was interesting to see various 
local plant varieties and to stroll through the garden, it was not a “must do” experience.   
 
Friday night, we went to synagogue. Although Ray had been before, and we had directions confirmed, 
finding it was not so simple. The exterior door was closed and locked until the exact minute that the 
service was supposed to start, and it was only a few moments earlier when easily recognizable 
congregants gathered on the street below. The main part of synagogue is on the second floor, and very 



beautiful, with green marble covering the walls and elaborate wooden decorations.  The third floor 
contains the community offices, the women’s gallery up there seems to be little used except perhaps on 
high holidays. A small women’s section has been improvised in the main part of the synagogue. There 
was barely more than a minyan – mostly older men, but a few university students.  The hazzan literally 
galloped through the service: very few of the congregants knew much Hebrew so they may have been 
pleased with the speed!   
 
On Saturday, we visited the “red” city, Bologna –red for both his buildings and its traditional communist 
leanings.  After a quick walk through the city center, we climbed the Asinelli Tower, (97 m) and viewed 
the second of the Two Towers, the 48 m sharply leaning tower the Garisenda , located at the 
intersection of the roads that lead to the five gates of the old ring wall.  The walk up and down the 
bidirectional rather steep stairs was claustrophic, but the 360 degree view of the city from the top well 
worth it. We were glad that we’d accomplished the climb early in the day, as by late afternoon, the city 
center was uncomfortably crowded and it’s likely that the tower ascent would have been impractical.  
 
A large number of towers were constructed in the city between the 12th and the 13th century – it’s 
estimated possibly up to 180. It is thought that the richest families in the town built them for 
offensive/defensive purposes. The construction of the towers was a big job for the serfs : to build a 
typical tower with a height of 60 m would have required between three and 10 years of work. 
 
Each tower had a square cross-section with foundations between five and ten m deep, reinforced by 
poles hammered into the ground and covered with pebble and lime. The tower's base was made of big 
blocks of selenite stone. The remaining walls became successively thinner and lighter the higher the 
structure was raised, and were realized in so-called "a sacco" masonry: with a thick inner wall and a 
thinner outer wall, with the gap being filled with stones and mortar. Usually, some holes were left in the 
outer wall as well as bigger hollows in the selenite to support scaffoldings and to allow for later 
coverings and constructions, generally based on wood. 
 
During the 13th century, many towers were taken down or demolished, and others simply collapsed. 
Many towers have subsequently been utilized in one way or the other: as a prison, city tower, shop or 
residential building. The last demolitions took place during the 20th century, during an ambitious 
restructuring plan for the city. Fewer than twenty can still be seen today, of which the “Two Towers” are 
the most famous.  
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Views of and from the Two Towers  

  
  

 
We had a delightful lunch, and then wended our way to the historic university area. The University of 
Bologna, founded in 1088 takes pride in being the world’s first continuously operating university. (The 
University of Padova was formed in 1222, when a group of professors and students broke off from the 
University of Bologna to create a progressive school which would be independent of the dominance of 
the Catholic church, and accessible to those of other faith.)  
 
In Bologna, we happened into a collection of university museums in the Palazzo Poggi, mainly because 
Edie needed a toilet and that was the best alternative at hand. Particularly interesting were the 
anatomical models and in particular, the very detailed obstetric models from the 18th century.  
 
A “European Student Museum” commemorating student customs and culture over time is part of the 
complex. Edie was drawn to the room devoted to women students. A portrait of Laura Bassi, the first 
women student to graduate from Bologna and first woman university professor worldwide, dominates 



one side of the room. Born to a wealthy Bolognian family, and home schooled, Laura was a super-
achiever. She was appointed chair of physics in 1732 at the age of 21 and elected in the same year to the 
Bologna Academy of Sciences. Her degree was actually in philosophy and she was considered equally 
talented in Latin, Logic, Metaphysics, Natural Philosophy, Algebra, Geometry, Greek and French. She 
maintained ties with the greatest scholars of her time, from Volta to Voltaire, as well as other illustrious 
names of the era who, travelling through Bologna, wished to make her acquaintance. 

In 1738, Laura married Giuseppe Veratti, a fellow academic with whom she had twelve children! After 
this, she was able to lecture from home on a regular basis and successfully petitioned the University for 
more responsibility and a higher salary to allow her to purchase her own equipment. She was mainly 
interested in Newtonian physics and taught courses on the subject for 28 years. She was one of the key 
figures in introducing Newton's ideas of physics and natural philosophy to Italy. She also carried out 
experiments of her own in all aspects of physics. In order to teach Newtonian physics and Franklinian 
electricity, topics that were not focused in the university curriculum, Bassi gave private lessons. In her 
lifetime, she authored 28 papers, the vast majority of these on physics and hydraulics. 

On the opposite wall, was an exhibition of memorabilia of a woman college student from the 1940s.  As 
Edie reads, she realizes, this woman went to Jackson College (later Tufts University – Edie’s alma mater). 
Isn’t this supposed to be a European student exhibition? But apparently this collection was too 
interesting to pass up when donated – whatever! When asked, the cashier was aware that this was from 
a American university, so that’s probably the explanation. 

We wandered into the nearby National Art Gallery, which we were less enamored by and were sorry 
that we hadn’t spent the time to go back to the historical museum -- by the time we reached the area, it 
was so crowded that we decided to call it a day. Or rather, to get back to Padua, for a late dinner 
prepared by Ray’s colleague, Enzo. On the train ride back one of the main stops is Ferrara, one of the 
cities that many of the exiled Iberian Jews made home or temporary home (including Dona Garcia).  

On Sunday, we took a cruise down the River Brenta, from Padua to Venice, to see the riverside villas 
built as summer residences for the Venetian nobility, designed by such notable architects as Palladio, 
Scamozzi, Frigimelica and Preti and embellished by frescoes by Tiepelo and others. Because of 
maintenance work in the Padua section, we actually started at the Villa Pisani.  The Pisani di Santo 
Stefano family, which commissioned the construction of the villa, was an important branch of the 
ancient patrician Pisani family of Venice. They became enormously rich during the fourteenth century 
with trade and land rent; in the fifteenth century they acquired a large fief in the Paduan plain and in 
the same period began the construction of the large palace of Campo Santo Stefano in Venice (at 
present the Academy of Music Benedetto Marcello), finished only in the eighteenth century. This was 
the golden century of the family which held the highest position of the Republic of Venice. Andrea Pisani 
Alvise (1664-1741) was appointed ambassador to the court of the Sun King who even stood godfather to 
Pisani’s son. He then became doge (1735), the highest position of the family. But the decline was soon 
to come, the collapse of the Republic (1797) together with the vice of game led Pisani family to fall into 
crippling debts. This situation forced them to sell the villa to Napoleon on January 11th 1807 for 
1,901,000 Venetian liras. Napoleon Bonaparte had become King of Italy in 1805 and he appointed as 
viceroy his stepson Eugène Beauharnais, who got the villa. Eugène was an educated patron and he 
commissioned several rehabilitation works which changed the look of many rooms and of the garden. It 
is huge and elaborate, the picture on the right is actually of a façade used to hide the stables opposite 
the main building!   
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Villa Pisani courtyard View of façade to the rear of the villa 

 
We descended the river through a series of locks and swing bridges. The locks are generally operated by 
controls run by young women, the bridges opened manually by men. Strict coordination on timing is 
needed so a boat doesn’t get stuck when the workers go home to lunch! 

  

  
 
Along the way, we visited the Villa Widman in Mira and also had lunch. The most outstanding stop was 
yet to come, the Villa Foscari - Malcontenta, a Palladian villa at the entrance to the River Brenta.  The 
purported reason for the name “Malcontenta” is the legend of a women of the Foscari family who was 



confined here because of her infidelity. The villa has been lovingly restored by the last of the Foscari 
family, a husband and wife team of architects. It is fully furnished – they actually live there part time.  
The villa stands overlooking the river from a high point, and to the rear overlooks an elaborate garden 
and the countryside. The arrangement of the windows gives an extraordinary feeling of transparency.  
The internal arrangement is in the plan of a Greek cross. 
 

  
The Villa Foscari from the river Part of the Garden in the rear 

 

 

 

 
Entering Venice Approaching San Marco 

 
Unfortunately, what we didn’t manage to photograph is the beautiful rainbow that greeted us entering 
the port of Venice! We walked back to the train station from San Marco (about 40 minutes, with an ice 
cream break) and then a similar walk back to our apartment in Padua from the train station there. A 
good end, to a good trip, and our return two days later.  


