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A STUDY TRACING SALONICAN SURNAMES TO SPAIN

Sari Meyer

Sari J. Mayer is a recent graduate of Amherst College where she wrote her undergraduate Honors thesis entitled: “Espanay
los Judios de Salonica. > She is currently employed in New York while pursuing an M.B.A in International Finance.

Purim parties, masquerades and performances were part
of the annual celebration of the feast in Halkis. This
picture was taken in 1920 and shows Yola Katalan (left)
and Annika Levi (right) dressed for a communal party.

On March 31, 1492, the monarchs of Spain,
Ferdinand and Isabella, signed the General Edict of
Expulsion to establish a ‘Judenfrie ’ land. In com-
pliance with this Edict within three months, all Jews
either had to convert to Christianity or flee the land
they had inhabited since Roman times.

Nearly 100,000 of these expelled Sephardim
escaped to the Ottoman Empire and of these, about
a third' established a new homeland in the Aegean
port city known as Salonica. In Salonica, the immig-
rants developed an ambiance so Spanish that Christ-
opher Columbus might have been more comfortable
in pre~World War II Salonica than Spain and an
atmosphere so Jewish that the city became the most
important center of Jewry in Europe®. For nearly
half a millennium, until the Nazi destruction, the
Sephardim of Salonica, in their transplanted juder-
las (self-sufficient communities) maintained their
Spanish—Jewish traditions, religion, language and
surnames.

To document a direct link between the surnames
of pre—Expulsion Spaniards and their descendents in
Salonica, I researched family names included in a
1949 ordinance entitled ‘Orden num. 2.217 de 11 de
febrero de 1949; traslada Decreto-ley de
29.X11.1948 por el que se concede la nacionalidad
espanola de sefardies de Egito en Grecia. > With this
document, the leader of Spain, Francisco Franco,
officially recognized the Spanish nationality of the
listed individuals. Of the 144 Greek entries, I found
27 distinct last names (after taking into account
various forms of the same name); of these 27, 15
were listed as residents of Salonica; and of these 15, 1
was able to trace back to pre—Expulsion Spain the
lineage of 9 families who were historically significant
during the four and one half centuries of Sephardic
dominance in Salonica.

The following is an alphabetically arranged brief
history of these nine families (In parentheses are
variations of names with the same root):




Abravanel (Abarbanel)

The name ‘Abravanel ’ is a diminutive of ‘Abra-
van, ’ a derivative of ‘Abraham,’ the name of the
Hebrew patriarch.” The Abravanel family, which
traces its roots to King David, is found in the history
of both Cordoba and Seville. During the thirteenth
century in Cordoba, Judah Abravanel served as tax
collector for King Sancho IV (1284-1293) and King
Ferdinand IV (1295-1312).* A century later in Sevil-
le, Samuel Abravanel was a member of the Court of
Enrique II; after the massacre of 1391, Samuel
converted to Christianity and then fled to Portugal
where he reasserted publicly his Judaism.®> Samuel’s
nephew, Isaac Abravanel (1437-1508), returned the
family to Spain where he wrote treatises on political
philosophy and Commentaries about kabbalah
(Jewish mysticism) and the Bible.® Isaac served as a
finance agent for the Reyes Catolicos and provided
funds for the crown;’ in addition, he contributed to
Christopher Columbus’ voyage to the New World.?
After the issuance of the Edict of Expulsion, Don
Isaac offered the crown 30,000 ducats in a vain
attempt to secure the doctrine’s cancellation. When
his efforts failed, he made a personal arrangement
with the Monarchs whereby he forgave their debt to
him in exchange for his right to disregard the portion
of the Edict which prohibited Jews from emigrating
with their wealth.’

While Don Isaac left Spain for Italy, other Abra-
vanels were settling in Salonica. Early evidence of
their presence in Salonica appears on the 1540
tombstone of Isaac’s granddaughter Dona Reina
Abravanel which was found in the Salonican cemet-
ery.'” In their new—found homeland within the
Ottoman Empire, the Abravanels prospered as doc-
tors, philanthropists, patrons of the arts, business-

men and communal leaders until the Second World
War.

Arditti (Ardit, Ardut, Ardet, Ardotial, Ardabi)

The name ‘Arditti” can be traced to Magister
Eleazar ibn Ardut, a native of early fourteenth—
century Huesca. During the reign of Pedro IV
(1336-1387), Eleazar was chief justice and appelate
judge in affairs concerning the entire kingdom.'!
Eleazar’s brother, Joseph ibn Ardut, succeeded him
in these Court positions and also served as Court
Physician.'” In Barcelona, the family name can be
traced to the early fourteenth—century Spanish poet,
Ardotial Shem—tov ben Isaac'* and Solomon ben
Adret (1235-1310). Solomon, who was known as the
Chief Rabbi of Spain, wrote over 3,000 responsas
answers to questions concerning Jewish law). In
Toledo, the family name can be traces to the late

fifteenth century Talmudist and kabbalist'* Rabbi
Abraham ben Solomon Ardutiel.

When the Arditti family settled in Salonica, it
continued its tradition of supplying the community
with leaders, scholars and Rabbis' including the
sixteenth—century Rabbis Shemuel and Isaac Adra-
bi.'" In more modern times, Albert Judah Ardit
(1891-1942) was a prominent Greek Socialist who
served as deputy mayor of Salonica and organizer of
the city’s trade union movement.'’

Benveniste (Bienveniste)

The name ‘Benveniste ’ is a Spanish variation of
the Hebrew salutation shalom which means peace,
hello, good-bye and perfect.'”® ‘Benveniste,’ as a
first and a last name, was found in Barcelonian
documents dating to the eleventh century.

One of the many prominent Benvenistes in Spain
was Benveniste de Porta, a rich banker, and ... tax
collector for James I (1213-1276), King of Aragon
and Cataluna. In the same Court, Isaac Ben Jose
Benveniste served as Court Physician. Isaac was so
well respected by his constituents that he was refer-
red to as Nasi (Prince)," and he was so influential
that he arranged for the Jews of Aragon to be exempt
from donning the yellow Jew—badges that were
widely imposed on Jews throughout the Iberian
Peninsula in the thirteenth century.

In the beginning of the fifteenth century, the
Benveniste family included both Vidal ben Benve-
niste de la Cavalleria, a famous orator of the Dis-
putations of Tortosa in 1413 and Abraham Benve-
niste an influential Rab de la Corte (the Rabbi of the
Court) of Castille. In 1432, in order to fortify Jewish
life in Spain, Abraham organized a committee of
Rabbis to prepare Takanot (bindinog ordinances
based on current communal needs).”

After the Expulsion, Judah Abraham Benveniste
(1460-1515) and Samuel ben Mier Benveniste
(1465-1545) relocated the family to Salonica. Their
baggage included books and . manuscripts with
which they founded a large school. (Unfortunately,
this school was destroyed in the disastrous fire of
1545.)%!

In the next generation, David Benveniste was the
first in a line of distinguished Rabbis including three
with the same name: Abraham Benveniste Gatte-
no.” The entire Benveniste family was prominent in
the Shalom section of Synagogue Italia.” (Synago-
gue Italia was composed of the three sections Italia
Yasan, Italia Hadash and Italia Shalom.) The

strong connection between the Benveniste family
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de Botton and his son Abraham ben Judah de
Botton.?

Ezrali

The Ezrati family’s Spanish roots can be traced to
Moses ibn Ezra (1070-1139) who lived in Granada®
until the invasion of the Almoravides in 1090 when
he fled to Christian Spain and continued writing
poetry and treatises.

The Ezrati family left Spain and established itself
in Salomca where it worshipped at Synagogue Italia
Yasan.”” Some family members in Salonica became
Rabbis, like Joseph ibn Ezra in the sixteenth—
century; % some were diplomats, like Solomon Ezra-
ti, the Chancellor of the Consul of Salonica during
the Second World War.

Gattegno (Gatteno)

The Gattegno family of the pre-Expulsion Ibe-
rian Pemnsula consisted of well-<known men of
letters.”

In Salonica, the family continued its prominence
especially at Synagogue Aragon where the congre-
gants were nicknamed ‘GATO ’in the family’s hon-
or. Many family members were Rabbis, like the
famous Abraham Benveniste Gatteno trio (See Ben-
veniste) and Shemuel Gatteno who wrote consulta-
tions (commentaries about religious material and
Jewish jurisprudence). Shemuel’s consultations have
survived largely due to the efforts of Shemuel’s
nephew Rabbi Haim Abraham Gatteno.

Nehama (Nahmias, Nachmias, Nahmanides)

The Nehama family’s history dates to Joseph
Nahmia who lived in twelfth century Toledo.*® The
most famous member of this family is Moses Nach-
man (1194-1270), commonly referred to as ‘Nach-
manides ’. He served as the Jewish representative in
the 1263 Barcelona Disputations (a public debate
concerning the merits of Judaism and Christianity)
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Nahmias, a nineteenth century writer of numerous

consultations which were revered in books of his
contemporaries;”>  Judah ben Nahmais, a
nineteenth—century editor of the newspaper ‘El
Lunar, ’ the first Ladino newspaper in Salonica®®
and author of ‘Historia de los Judios de Salonica ’.

Saltiel (Salto)

The Saltiel name can be traced to a 1410 anecdote
about a Jewess named Maria who salto (jumped)
from a cloister wall in Segovia to escape conversion.
The woman became known as Maria del Salto.

In Salonica, members of the Saltiel family were
prominent businessmen and leaders in Synagogue
Major.

Sasson (Sasoon, Shushan, Shoshan)

The Sasson name is a transliteration of the Heb-
rew word, ‘Shoshanah ’, meaning lilies. The family’s
history can be traced to twelfth—century Toledo
where in 1203 Joseph Abu Omar ibn Shoshan used
his position of favor with King Alfonso VIII of
Castille to establish a synagogue which is considered
to be the extant building known as Santa Maria de
la Blanca.”” Also in Spain, the Sasson family con-
sisted of many scholars, kabbalists, poets, philo-
sophers, Rabbis, doctors and one Solomon ibn
Shoshan who earned the distinguished title of
Nasi.*®

After the family fled Spain and established itself
in Salonica, it headed, Synagogue Castilla and
helped in its reconstruction after the disastrous fire
of 1545. Famous members of the Salonican family
included Rabbi Aaron ben Joseph Sason (1550-
1626) the Talmudist and his contemporary David
Ben Salohen ibn Shoshan the writer of many re-

sponsas.*

In addition to researching the names contained in
Franco’s Orden Circular of 1949, I traced the herit-
age of other significant Salonican Sephardic last



















