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Portuguese Heritage: 
Adding to the Fabric of South Bethlehem

by Armindo P. Sousa

Famous Portuguese in America

The first Portuguese immigrants 
to America were Sephardic Jews, 
who settled in Manhattan, N.Y. 

in 1654. Touro, located in Newport, 
Rhode Island, is the oldest synagogue 
in America—built in 1763 by the Por-
tuguese Jews of that city.

During the American Revolution, no 
soldier did more to win America’s liberty 
than the first Portuguese patriot, Peter 
Francisco (1760-1831). 

At the age of sixteen, the 6-foot, 6-inch 
tall soldier, weighing 260 lbs., joined the 
continental troops of the Tenth Virginia 
Regiment. 

This so-called “Virginia Giant” was 
recommended, chosen and honored 
by Gen. George Washington to be 
the bodyguard of the Marquis de 
Lafayette. 

The Portuguese not only brought pride and a particular “flavor”to their adopted 
steel town in Pennsylvania—but also made vast contibutions to the Nation 

South Bethlehem

Immigrants arriving in South Beth-
lehem during 1860-1880, 1900-1920, 
and 1940-1950, did so for economic 

reasons as regional industry expanded. 
The Portuguese community began to 

develop in the early 1900s, attracted by 
jobs in Pennsylvania— at the steel mill 
in South Bethlehem, the New Jersey Zinc 
Co. in Palmerton, and in coal mines in 
Ashland and Centralia. 

In the past, the Portuguese commu-
nity has been recognized for its soccer 
teams and folklore groups. There are 
more than 2,000 Portuguese-Americans 
living in Bethlehem, more than 5,000 in 
the Lehigh Valley.

Portuguese immigrants coming to 
South Bethlehem, stepped off the Lehigh 
Valley Railroad at Union Station, and 
were greeted by Portuguese leaders 
who found them refuge, lodgings and 
employment.

—Armindo P. Sousa, a supporter of the Portu-
guese-American Club, is also a member of SBHS and 
the creator the Ethnic Christmas Tree Exhibit in 1991 
. . . a Society event now in its 18th year. 

Passos (1896-1970), was a novelist, 
playwright, poet, journalist, painter, 
and translator; he was considered one of 
the Lost Generation writers;  his major 
work was the U.S.A trilogy. 

Musician, John 
Philip Sousa 
(1854-1932), was 
best remembered 
for conducting 
his musical com-
positions in the 
late Romantic 
era.  He was par-
ticularly known 
for his American 
military and and 
patriotic marches.battles, further stating that the war 

might have even been lost without 
Francisco’s participation.

Jose Francisco Corriera da Serra 
(1750-1823), a scientist, who agreed with 
the politics of Thomas Jefferson, was 
also a close friend. 

A famous lawyer of Madeiran Por-
tuguese descent, John Rodrigo Dos 

Like many ethnic groups coming to America, 
the Portuguese played important roles in the 
history of their new country. 

At the Battle of 
Brandywine in 
1777, Francisco 
and Lafayette 
were wounded in 
the battlefield and 
sent to the Mora-
vian  Hospital in 
Bethlehem, where 
they were treated 
by the Boeckel 
family.

Gen. Washing-
ton once said 
that Francisco’s 
prowess directly 
enabled American 
victories in two 

Jose Francisco Corriera da Serra.

Peter Francisco, a patriot known as the 
“Virginia Giant.”

John Philip Sousa
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Since South Bethlehem devel-
oped into a major industrial 
town by the 1850s, it has been 

host to thousands of immigrants who 
chose this Pennsylvania region to 
escape their native lands.

They sought refuge, opportunity 
and freedom from torturous govern-
ments and poor economies. Many of 
these same immigrants took employ-

Christmas in Portugal

A few days before Christmas 
Eve, preparations began with 
holiday baking of breads and 

pastries. On Christmas Eve, parents 
took their family to the woods; here, 
the younger children searched for 
moss to be used to decorate the Nativ-
ity creche, while the parents selected 

Have Yourself A Very Merry  

the Moravian putz, was an important 
aspect of the Portuguese Christmas 
tradition: a miniature stable with 
figures displaying the birthplace of 
the Infant Jesus and placed beneath 
the decorated tree.
 Afterwards, the mother and her 
daughters prepared the symbolic 
Christmas Eve supper.    

The table was covered with a spe-
ment at the Bethlehem 
Steel mill and various 
factories so that their 
families might join 
them in South Beth-
lehem. 

In these instances, 
while husband and 
father awaited for 
his family to arrive, 
these men established 
churches through toil 
and sacrifice in order 
to express their faith 
and beliefs. 

When their families 
were safely united 
with them,  many eth-
nic groups continued 
traditions brought 
from their natal lands 
by joining church 
groups, organizations 
and clubs, where they 
spoke their native 
language, engaged in 
competitive sports, 
such as soccer, and 
shared their talents 
as musicians, often 
providing music for 
dancing. They gradually assimilated 
into their newly adopted country. 

The unique aspect of living in South 
Bethlehem was to experience the vari-
ety of traditions each group excercised 
within close proximity of each other. 
These included feasts, parades and 
holidays, many observed according 
to the liturgical calendar.

In Portugal, Christmas was cel-
ebrated differently region to region.

 

an evergreen tree. Once at home, the 
tree was securely placed in a room 
and each family member helped to 
decorate it.

Decorations included ornaments, 
like cork, wood, clay toys, wax 
candles, bells, ribbons, dolls, balls, 
baskets, dried flowers and fruits. 
Finally, the tree was illuminated by 
tiny red candles.

The Nativity creche, similar to 

cial, hand-woven linen 
tablecloth.  In typical 
Portuguese tradition, 
supper first consisted of 
“caldo verde,” a “green” 
vegetable soup prepared 
with dark green cabbage 
leaves and olive oil.  

In many homes, the 
main dish included cod-
fish dried in salt. There 
were many ways the 
Portuguese prepared 
codfish—one way was 
to first soak the dried 
fish, then boil it with 
kale, potatoes, onions, 
turnips and hard boiled 
eggs.  People living in 
coastal regions of Por-
tugal may have also 
served octopus.
 After supper, chil-
dren played traditional 
games, like story telling, 
card games, singing 
carols and spinning a 
dreidel (a miniature 
top).  

By midnight, the 
family dressed for 

church and attended the “Missa do 
Galo,” or Rooster Mass. This Mass 
was derived from the legend that a 
rooster crowed at midnight when the 
Christ-Child was born.
 After church, the family returned 
home. Before going to bed, the chil-
dren left their shoes by the fireplace in 
the belief that the Infant Jesus would 
fill them with presents, toys, money, 
dried fruits and nuts.

Holiday Traditions

Portuguese Christmas
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Christmas Day

The whole family exchanged 
gifts among the family and 
opened them with great antici-

pation on Christmas Day.  Afterwards, 
a Christmas luncheon  was prepared 
with traditional foods. 

Since Portugal’s rugged terrain 
could not support large herds of cattle, 
pork was in abundance throughout 
the country. 

A traditional Portuguese Christmas 
dish featured stewed pork, flavored 
with lemon juice and garlic. Often, a 
half cup of dry wine was added, then 
garnished with sliced orange and 
lemon wedges.

Besides pork, a Portuguese-Amer-
ican Christmas lunch might include 
chicken, turkey, beef or lamb.  

Special Christmas bread, “Bolo 
Rei,” was served during the meal; 
“Pao Doce,”a sweet bread, was served 
with coffee or tea after the meal.

Later in the day, Portuguese 
families visited one another. These 
celebrations continued until January 6, 
or Twelfth Night, which traditionally 
marked the arrival of the Magi at the 
birthplace of the Infant Jesus, ending 
holiday celebrations.

Caldo Verde
Savor this “green soup” which is served all over Portugal. It calls 
for “couve,” a dark green cabbage, but kale or collard greens can be 
substituted.

1/4 cup olive oil, plus 4 teaspoons
1 large yellow onion, chopped
3 potatoes  (1lb.) peeled and cut into 1/4 inch cubes
2 cloves garlic, finely minced
6 cups water
2 teaspoons salt
3/4 lbs. finely shedded kale or collard greens (stems removed) 
fresh ground pepper to taste

In a large saucepan over medium heat, warm the 1/4 cup olive oil. 
Add onion and saute until tender, about 8 minutes. 
Add the potatoes and garlic and saute for a few minutes, stirring often. 
Add the water and 2 teaspoons salt; cover, reduce the heat to low, and 
simmer until the potatoes are very soft, about 20 minutes.

Mash the potatoes to a puree with a wooden spoon or potato masher. 
Add the greens, stir well, and simmer, uncovered, for 3-5 minutes. 
Do not overcook. The greens should stay bright green and slightly 
crunchy. Season with salt and pepper.

Ladle the soup into bowls, drizzle each serving with 1 teaspoon olive 
oil and serve at once.

Serves 4. “Feliz Natal”
Portuguese-American Club

Photo and recipe courtesy Williams - Sonoma
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Prior to and after WWI, men ar-
rived from their native Portugal 
at the port of New York; from 

there, many traveled to Centralia and 
the coal regions of Schuylkill County 
where they worked as laborers in the 
mines.

Some came directly to South Beth-
lehem and found employment in the 
Coke Works at the eastern end of the 
Bethlehem Steel property, and eventu-
ally found compariots who took them in, 
or family members who arrived earlier 
who lived on Crest Ave.

Their place of worship began in 
the basement of Holy Infancy Roman 
Catholic Church on E. Fourth St. They 
eventually heard their own Mass on the 
main floor of the church.

To assist Portuguese immigrants and 
newcomers into the South Bethlehem 
community, the concept of an associa-
tion or “club” originated—an ideal place 
to play cards, kick a soccer ball, play 
music, socialize—for without a club, the 
Portuguese would never have retained 
their ethnic identity or successfully as-
similated into the community.

 In 1928, a group of dedicated Por-
tuguese men who were proud of their 
ethnicity and their new community, 
established the first social club at E. 
Third St. 

It was located on a second floor 
apartment house, across from Bethle-
hem Steel’s Main Office. They called it 

During the Nov. 15, 2003 meeting, past presidents and officers celebrated the 75th Anniversary of  the Portuguese American Club (PAC) with a toast 
of Porto wine. From left to right, Antonio Lopes, Antonio Pangaio, Cesario Branco, Arlindo Rezende, Benjamin DaSilva, Manuel Pangaio, Jose Carlos, 
Julio Isidoro, Fernando Joao, Aurelio Amamral, Mario Fernandes. Standing behind ( l to r) Jose Costa, Ramiro Pereira and Fernando Silva.

Courtesy Portuguese American Club

“Portuguese Recreation.”
 Later, the association moved to E. 

Fifth St. and was named, the “Portu-
guese Sporting Club.” 

Outgrowing the space, the club 
relocated—this time, to the basement of 
Pasquale Castiello’s bank building on E. 
Fourth St., the former Windish Hall.

Renamed the “Portugal Athletic 
Club,” it was incorporated in 1935, the 
same year as the Hungarian Catholic 
Club.  

By 1941, the Portugal Athletic Club 
moved into their own building, located 
at 424 Pierce St.

Finally, the club moved to its present 
location at 337 Brodhead Ave., when 
it became the “Portuguese American 
Club” (PAC).  

Today, it is the only Portuguese Social 
Hall in the Lehigh Valley with a follow-
ing of 5,000 Portuguese-Americans. 
The club maintains three soccer groups 
(P.A.C. Soccer Team): midgets, juniors 
and seniors; one dramatic group and a 
folklore group.

It also accommodates members of 
the Portuguese Beneficial Societies, 
Lodge No. 31, and Lodge No. 52 of the 
Portuguese Continental Union.

After several generations, the Por-
tuguese share their ethnicity with the 
Bethlehem community during Portu-
guese Heritage Day—celebrated in the 
second week in June with a parade— the 
event in its 30th year in 2009.

The Importance of the Portuguese Social Club

In Portugal, the beautiful Douro River valley is 
Port wine country. Port owes its existence to 
the British, who fortified it with brandy to make 
distinctive Ruby and Tawny Ports. 
     While many of the immigrants who settled in 
South Bethlehem came from regions in Portugal, 
many others came from Brazil, South America, 
who also spoke the Portuguese language. 
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Bravely despise champagne at Court
And choose to dine at home with port.

-Jonathan Swift

PORTO  .
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