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T O  O U R  R E A D E R S …
This 2005 edition of The AJAJ commemorates the 350th anniversary of 

Jewish communal presence on these shores. The contents of this volume do 
not focus strictly on the 350th activities that occurred during 2004–2005, nor 
do they aspire to provide the reader with a comprehensive interpretation of the 
American Jewish experience over the past three and a half centuries. Instead, 
we attempted to imbue this issue with a commemorative mood. We refer to 
this mood as a “Commemorative Collection” because we hope that this edi-
tion of our journal (which will actually appear in 2007) will, in a modest way, 
contribute to the interpretive process that must inevitably occur now that the 
350th anniversary “belongs to the ages.”

Some have begun to suggest that a growing interest in the American 
Jewish experience may be attributed, in part, to the widespread public attention 
that the 350th anniversary attracted. The establishment of a Jewish American 
Heritage Month, for instance, constitutes one tangible outcome of the 350th. 
U.S. Congresswoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz (D-Florida) was the archi-
tect and prime mover of a concurrent resolution adopted by both chambers of 
Congress on January 6, 2006. This resolution urged the President of the United 
States to issue a proclamation calling on American citizens to commemorate 
a Jewish American Heritage Month. President George W. Bush did just that 
in May 2006 when he issued a proclamation that called upon the American 
people to “celebrate the rich history of the Jewish people in America and honor 
the great contributions [Jews] have made to the country.”1 President Bush reis-
sued his call for a Jewish American Heritage Month in May 2007. According 
to Congresswoman Wasserman Schultz, “The decision of the President and 
Congress to commemorate Jewish American Heritage Month (JAHM) followed 
the highly successful celebration of the 350th Anniversary of American Jewish 
History in 2004–2005.”2

While several important new syntheses were produced for the 350th, new 
documents and fresh interpretive analyses of the kind contained in this issue 
inevitably prompt novel questions that future historians will need to engage. 
The articles and documentary analyses in this commemorative edition highlight 
this phenomenon. As is often the case with The AJAJ, this issue concentrates 
on selected moments in American Jewish history. However, we have made a 
conscious attempt to include analyses that examine at least one topic relating 
to each of the centuries that have passed since 1654, when Jewish communal 
life in America first took root. Considered in its totality, this issue seeks to 
underscore one of the 350th anniversary’s most important lessons: We are never 
done interpreting history! The work of uncovering and reinterpreting the past 
is never completed.

This issue begins with an article reexamining the history of the Jewish com-
munal settlement that took place in New Amsterdam in 1654. Professor Leo 
Hershkowitz has devoted much of his productive career to the study of New York 



viii • American Jewish Archives Journal

City’s history. Over the years, he has uncovered many significant documents 
that have cast new light on the early history of its Jews. Professor Hershkowitz’s 
essay, By Chance or Choice: Jews in New Amsterdam 1654, teaches us that the 
iconic story of America’s first Jewish community is actually an admixture of 
fact and fiction. He reminds us that it is critically important for the historian 
to distinguish between demonstrable facts and figments of the imagination. 
Ultimately, he asks us to reconsider whether it is accurate to assert that the story 
of Jewish communal life in North America begins in 1654.

Revising history and the importance of distinguishing fact from fiction also 
play a critical role in Lance Sussman’s thought-provoking article on the history 
of the Union of American Hebrew Congregation’s infamous “Trefa Banquet,” 
the 1883 feast marking the ordination of the first four rabbis educated at the 
Hebrew Union College. The event’s renowned menu — the only surviving 
copy of which is preserved in the American Jewish Archives — abounds with 
nonkosher food items. Sussman’s research has convinced him that many of the 
historical writings on this celebrated banquet are laden with errors and inaccura-
cies that historians have uncritically accepted and repeated over the years.

During the last quarter of the twentieth century, Chabad-Lubavitch became 
the fastest growing of all American Jewish religious movements. This is a 
remarkable development for a Hasidic Jewish group that holds to a conspicuously 
distinctive dress code and a lifestyle that separates adherents from the American 
mainstream.3 Despite the dynamic growth of Hasidic life in America, historians 
have given this movement very little attention. Ira Robinson hypothesizes that 
the scholarly inattention may be due to the fact that the Hasidim themselves 
were largely oblivious to the historical enterprise and tended not to write memoirs 
and historical narratives. That American Hasidim were the objects of so much 
traducement from both Jews and non-Jews, Robinson continues, contributed to 
this historical blind spot. Robinson’s scholarly work on the Hasidim in America 
begins to address this historical lacuna and, as Robinson himself notes, this 
new field of study will add greater texture to our overall understanding of the 
East European immigration and its influence on American Judaism.

This issue’s readers will explore four interesting, documentary-based histori-
cal studies. First, we include a previously unpublished letter written in 1784 by 
Rebecca Franks (1758–1823) to her cousin and confidante, Williamina Bond 
Cadwalader. Rebecca — the daughter of David Franks and Margaret Evans 
— was born and raised in Philadelphia. As a married woman, she lived in 
England. Many sources refer to Rebecca as “the Jewish belle” of Philadelphia 
(though, as Mark Stern points out in his introduction, Franks’s mother was 
not Jewish, so Rebecca was — halahically speaking — not a Jew). This letter 
constitutes a colorful reflection on Franks’s social life in Philadelphia. Stern 
draws our attention to the fact that though Rebecca and her father sided with 
the British, this did not seem to impair their associations with those loyal to 
the revolutionary cause.
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Our second document pertains to an interesting eighteenth century 
American lu’aḥ that comes to us from the remarkable private collection of 
Arnold Kaplan, a dedicated member of The Marcus Center’s Ezra Consortium. 
This lu’aḥ is a Jewish calendar that, among other things, enabled its owners to 
mark the onset of Sabbaths and holy days during the revolutionary period. This 
particular lu’aḥ is unique in that it is the earliest surviving Jewish calendar that is 
clearly intended to be used by a woman. As Professor Jonathan D. Sarna points 
out in his helpful annotation, this document sharpens our understanding of the 
nature of traditional Jewish practice during the early national period.

Finally, the two documentary analyses compare two significant artifacts 
that relate directly to the commemoration of the 350th anniversary of Jewish 
life in America. First, Ira Rezak has contributed a comparative examination of 
the medallions that were struck to commemorate the 250th, 300th, and 350th 
anniversaries of Jewish life in North America. Although the three medallions 
share numerous commonalities, Rezak illuminates how each of the three medal-
lions literally bespeaks its sitz im leben. Second, we have reproduced images of 
the rabbinic proclamations that were issued on the occasion of the tercentenary 
commemoration in 1954 and compared these documents with the joint rabbinic 
proclamation that was promulgated in 2005 in conjunction with the 350th 
anniversary. Frederic Krome shows us that the rabbinic proclamations, like 
the commemorative medallions, testify to the changes that have reshaped the 
American Jewish community during the last half of the twentieth century.

Aristotle taught his students that “if you would understand anything, 
observe its beginning and its development.” It is our hope that students and 
researchers will return to this commemorative edition of The AJAJ having been 
reminded that the historical enterprise fosters a never-ending process of new 
discoveries and fresh insights and that historical anniversaries, such as the 
350th, frequently fertilize the soil of historical analysis. Ultimately, the more we 
discover about our past, the better we know ourselves. Or as the distinguished 
American litterateur, Robert Penn Warren, once noted: “History cannot give us 
a program for the future, but it can give us a fuller understanding of ourselves, 
and of our common humanity, so that we can better face the future.” 

GPZ
Cincinnati, Ohio

Notes
1Jewish American Heritage Month, A Proclamation by the President of the United States of 
America, April 20, 2006, The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 
(AJA), Cincinnati, Ohio.
2Letter on the JAHM, August 2006, AJA.
3Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism: A History, New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University 
Press, 2004, pp. 297–298.
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Manhattan Island as it looked during the mid-seventeenth century when the refugees from Recife 
arrived in the fall of 1654
(Courtesy The J. Clarence Davies Collection, Museum of the City of New York)
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A R T I C L E

By Chance or Choice:  
Jews in New Amsterdam 1654
Leo Hershkowitz

In late summer 1654, two ships anchored in New Amsterdam roadstead. 
One, the Peereboom (Peartree), arrived from Amsterdam on or about August 22. 
The other, a Dutch vessel named the St. [Sint] Catrina, is often referred to as 
the French warship St. Catherine or St. Charles. Yet, only the name St. Catrina 
appears in original records, having entered a few days before September 7 from 
the West Indies. The Peereboom, Jan Pietersz Ketel, skipper, left Amsterdam 
July 8 for London, soon after peace negotiations in April concluded the first 
Anglo-Dutch War (1652–1654). Following a short stay, the Peereboom sailed 
for New Amsterdam, where passengers and cargo were ferried ashore, as there 
were no suitable docks or wharves. Among those who disembarked were Jacob 
Barsimon, probably together with Asser Levy and Solomon Pietersen. These 
were the first known Jews to set foot in the Dutch settlement, and with them 
begins the history of that community in New York.1 

A number of vessels arrived and departed New Amsterdam during 1654 and 
early 1655, including the Gelderse Bloem (Flower of Gelderland), Swarte Arent 
(Black Eagle), Schaal (Shell), Beer (Bear), Groot Christofel (Great Christopher), 
Koning Solomon (King Solomon), Jonge Raafe (Young Raven), and d’Zwaluw 
(Swallow). Perhaps Pietersen and Levy were on one of these, but given the 
extensive use of the Peereboom, it seems likely they would have been on that 
ship. Regardless of which vessel they were on, they came by choice. These were 
not refugees fleeing imminent persecution.

The second arrival, the Dutch St. Catrina, Jaques de la Motthe in command, 
probably a Walloon or Huguenot, carried, as reported by Pietersen, twenty-three 
Jews, “big as well as little.” Here the story becomes somewhat confusing. The 
vessel came from St. Anthony — a place Berthold Fernow, the editor of the 
Records of New Amsterdam, finds was in Brazil, just as he insists at first mention 
that the vessel was the St. Charles, although later correctly writing St. Catrina. 
Strangely, he does not correct his first impression and leaves unquestioned his 
Brazil conjecture.2

The Peereboom, as mentioned, left Amsterdam in July 1654 and, via London, 
continued to New Amsterdam. As noted, probably several Jews were aboard. 
One, Jacob Aboaf, departed in London. But who were the others? One was Jacob 
Barsimon; others were likely Pietersen and Levy. Pietersen, who is not listed in 
Brazilian congregational records, was seemingly a passenger since he witnessed 
and noted the arrival of twenty-three Jews on the St. Catrina. He says nothing 
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as to who the twenty-three were. Was his count correct? That number cannot 
be supported using existing evidence. Levy, a possible third passenger, also was 
not from Brazil and was not on the St. Catrina but was in New Amsterdam 
when the supposed twenty-three arrived. Originally from Vilna [then Poland] 
and one of the few Jews whose place of origin is known, Levy, like the other 
two, was an Ashkenazic or eastern European Jew and obviously chose to travel 
to the Dutch colony. They were not bothered by Peter Stuyvesant, appointed 
director-general in 1646 by the West India Company, probably because all three 
had passports issued by the company. Barsimon’s passport is certain. Historians, 
such as Samuel Oppenheim and Arnold Wiznitzer, have placed Levy in Brazil, 
but they appear to be mistaken.3 The terrible Khmelnitzki pogroms begun in 
1648 were a probable cause of Levy’s as well as others’ departures from eastern 
Europe. After that year, the Jewish population, particularly in Amsterdam,  
grew steadily to six thousand, or 3 percent of the population, by 1700. This 
expansion mirrored the Netherlands’ economic expansion and a flourishing 
overseas trade.4

The intentions of these first three arrivals were clear to New Amsterdam’s 
resident minister, Domine Johannes Megapolensis, who on March 18, 1655, 
sent a letter to the Classis at Amsterdam, noting, “Last summer some Jews came 
here from Holland in order to trade.” His reference to “some Jews,” not one 
or two, supports the view that there were at least three Jews on the Peereboom. 
He continued, “[A]fterwards, some Jews, poor and healthy, also came here on 
the same ship with D[omine] Polhemius.” This is certainly a reference to the 
arrival of the St. Catrina, which came indirectly from Brazil after the Portuguese 
conquest in 1654. The clergyman further wrote, “God has led Domine Joannes 
[Johannes] Polhemius from Brazil over the Caribbean Islands to this place,” 
probably meaning Jamaica and Cuba. (There were St. Anthonys at both places, 
as well as in Brazil.) He then voiced his resentment at having to spend several 
hundred guilders to support the new, indigent arrivals. Megapolensis continued, 
“They came several times to my house, weeping and bemoaning their misery. 
If I directed them to the Jewish merchants, they said they would not even lend 
them a few stivers.” Were the Jewish merchants Barsimon, Levy, and Pietersen? 
Was the St. Catrina’s passengers’ poverty a result of having their goods and 
money taken or lost during their voyage from Brazil “over the Caribbean 
Islands?” Perhaps a good deal of their property had to remain in Brazil after 
the Portuguese seizure. Megapolensis further argued that the followers of the 
“unrighteous Mammon” aimed to get possession of Christian property and to 
outdo other merchants by drawing all trade toward themselves. These “godless 
rascals, who are of no benefit to the country, but look at everything for their 
own profit, may be sent away from here.”

For Megapolensis, trade and profit were basic motives for those “godless 
rascals.” These “obstinate and immovable Jews,” who “come to settle here,” he 
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continued, caused greater confusion in the colony already troubled with hav-
ing dissident Catholics (Papists), Quakers, Mennonites, and Lutherans. This 
view of the acquisitiveness of Jews was often used as a reason to try to restrict 
immigration. For example, in 1641, Johan Maurits, governor-general of Dutch 
Brazil, was told by resident merchants that the colony was being overrun by Jews 
and “every contract with a Jew ends in bankruptcy of a Christian.” In his reply, 
however, Maurits stated that Christians should be more careful, avoiding their 
“lust for speculation.” Besides, he said,  Jews deserved and earned more liberties 
than others as they have always been “reliable political allies.”5 Obviously, this 
was a view not held by Megapolensis or Stuyvesant.

Who were these “godless rascals”? 
On January 26, 1654, some twenty-five years after the Dutch had taken 

Brazil from Portugal, the colony once again fell to Portuguese control. The 
gamble of the West India Company had failed. Terms of surrender were, how-
ever, very generous. Movable property could be retained, and ships would be 
provided for those who chose to leave. No reprisals would be taken, including 
reprisals against Jews, who were largely at Recife, Mauricia, and Pernambuco 
— principal ports of the colony. Further, three months’ stay was granted, and 
all, including Jews, would be treated with “great respect and courtesy.” The 
Portuguese commander, Francisco Barreto, approved these seemingly magnani-
mous terms. Still, what Jews could carry with them was not clear. Certainly 
real property remained, but could they keep gold, silver, and jewels? Or were 
these taken by the Portuguese?

There were at the time about 150 Jewish families in Brazil, most of whom left 
for the Dutch Republic.6 Barreto also provided at least sixteen ships as transport, 
some Dutch, some Portuguese.7 One of the vessels, the Dutch Valck (Falcon), 
skipper Jon Craeck, left Brazil on February 24 but was driven by adverse winds 
to Spanish-held Jamaica. Its passsengers apparently remained on the island until 
the end of April, when they might have sailed to Cuba, perhaps on the Valck. It 
is possible, too, that Pietersen’s twenty-three Jews and Polhemius then boarded 
the St. Catrina and sailed to New Amsterdam.

In a document dated November 14, 1654, at the request of the Amsterdam 
Sephardic community, a representative of the Dutch government wrote to 
the King of Spain to protest the detaining of Portuguese Jews in Jamaica, in 
contradiction of a treaty between the Netherlands and Spain. This treaty may 
explain the presence of the Dutch St. Catrina in Spanish territory. The report 
stated that Jewish passengers had left Recife for Martinique, but winds carried 
them to Jamaica. Their immediate release was requested.8 

Whether the St. Catrina came via Cuba or Jamaica, it seems certain that it 
was not the first ship to bring Jews to New Netherland. As seen previously, the 
Peereboom arrived earlier from the Netherlands by choice. Was it a second choice 
for those twenty-three who sailed from Brazil? But why did both groups select 
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New Amsterdam? Answers are found in the story of the Dutch Republic, New 
Amsterdam, and the largely Sephardic Jewish community in Amsterdam.

For those on the Peereboom and St. Catrina, New Amsterdam could 
fulfill a variety of dreams and aspirations. This small outpost, managed by the 
West India Company, was settled to profit from trade in furs and agricultural 
products, especially grain. But, interest in New Netherland was also related to 
the remarkable rise of the Dutch Republic during its “Golden Age,” the time 
of Rembrandt, Grotius, Huygens, masters of art, law, and science. It was also 
the age of its naval supremacy. Admirals such as Michiel De Ruyter, Cornelis, 
and Maarten Tromp often defeated their English adversaries. The West India 
Company, chartered in 1621 following an armistice with Spain, had a mem-
ber of the States General on the company’s governing Council of XIX and 
exemplified the aggressive spirit of the republic. Willem Usselinx, a militant 
Calvinist and one of the leading advocates for establishing the company, was 
a zealous anti-Catholic refugee from Antwerp who sought revenge against an 
invading Spain. An added interest in New Netherland could be to establish a 
base for possible seizure of Spanish treasure carried from Mexico and Peru. In 
1628, Piet Heyn captured the Mexican silver fleet, a spectacular victory that 
helped stimulate the Dutch economy and fund company operations. Certainly 
a Protestant colony questioned the authority of a Spanish Catholic claim to the 
New World. Usselinx also reasoned that immigrants and foreigners were a prime 
asset for the Republic. “It is,” he wrote, “because of foreigners [like himself] that 
the country will be peopled as its might is derived most from those who come 
from abroad, settle here, marry and multiply.” New colonies would strengthen 
the economy. Interestingly, Usselinx wanted to prohibit slavery.9

Usselinx’s views on the need for immigration and colonization to strengthen 
a free nation perhaps influenced these first Jewish travelers to New Amsterdam. In 
addition, the writings of Adriaen Van der Donck — particularly his Beschrijvinge 
van Nieuw Nederlant, or Description of New Netherland, first published in 1655 
after his 1649 Vertoogh, or Remonstrance, published in 1650 — would have 
stimulated interest. His work was known by 1655, when the thirty-five-year-old 
author died. Van der Donck, a doctor of laws, graduate of the University of 
Leiden, became a member of Stuyvesant’s advisory Council of Nine. He was a 
severe critic of the director-general and the company because of their failure to 
promote good government and permanent, substantial settlement.10 Description 
of New Netherland, Van der Donck’s “little book,” contained a very detailed 
and positive account of the natural abundance found in the province. “It is,” 
he wrote at the beginning of his essay, “a very beautiful, pleasant, healthy and 
delightful land, where all manner of men can more easily earn a good living 
and make their way in the world than in the Netherlands or any other part of 
the globe that I know.”11 
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This reference to health is quite interesting. In the seventeenth century,  
a number of terrible epidemics could have persuaded many to seek a more 
beneficial climate. In 1636, more than 17,000 out of a population of 120,000 
died in Amsterdam; in 1654, almost 11,000 of some 60,000 died in Leiden; 
and in 1664, more than 24,000 of about 200,000 died in Amsterdam. Surely 
seeking a “healthy” land was an added inducement to travel12 and, perhaps, 
motivation to relocate.

Central to the rapid growth of the republic was the Dutch attachment to 
freedom and liberty. This was exemplified by the Utrecht Union of 1579, which 
placed the seven provinces under an elected parliament, the States General, and 
the leadership of its elected Stadtholder, Willem of Orange, and after 1584 to 
that of his son Maurice, also the Stadtholder. Medieval economic restrictions 
were lifted, and the concept of free trade was introduced. This freedom to 
trade, it could be argued, also promoted tolerance and freedom of ideas and 
encouraged the first Jews to settle and flourish in the republic. 

The rise of this Jewish community parallels the rise of the republic. The 
histories of the Dutch nation and of Jewish society are remarkably similar. 
The Netherlands, a small country geographically, achieved greatness, while the 
Jewish community, small in number, also prospered and contributed signifi-
cantly to the prosperity and growth of the country. In 1654, the arrival of the 
Peereboom and the St. Catrina reflected the accomplishments and ambitions 
of the “Golden Age.”

The largely Protestant Dutch nation liberated itself from Spanish Catholic 
domination by the early seventeeth century after an eighty-year war of inde-
pendence. As mentioned, the Utrecht declaration of tolerance and religious 
freedom attracted Jews to the republic; they began arriving sometime before 
1597, when the first Amsterdam congregation, Beth Ya’acob (House of Jacob), 
was established. Its synagogue opened in 1614, joining two others formed in 
1604 and 1609. It was not that authorities or the people of the Netherlands 
gladly welcomed these largely Spanish-Portuguese (Sephardic) Jews or the east 
European Jews who joined them, particularly after 1648; but it was generally 
recognized by those like Usselinx that members of this community took part 
in the vital business activity of the East and West India Companies’s ventures 
and were “among the earliest seventeenth century contributors to the prosper-
ity of the Netherlands in general and Amsterdam in particular.” Officials in 
Amsterdam made certain such important citizens were not lured to neighboring 
and competing cities, such as Haarlem or Leiden.13 

There are still other reasons for the migration to New Amsterdam. With 
the end of the first Anglo-Dutch War on April 5, 1654, the Dutch were made 
to pay huge damages to the victorious English, including loss of trade in the 
Orient. During the war, the building of Amsterdam’s Stadt Huys (city hall) 
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halted, grass grew in the streets, and begging — almost unknown earlier 
— became very common. This economic downturn affected decision making. 
Perhaps poor economic conditions were also a consideration in the minds of 
the Amsterdam parnasim (Jewish religious leaders) in support of colonization. 
In January 1655, they called attention to the fact that the company had offered 
land free to immigrants under their 1650 “Freedoms and Exemptions” and that 
loyal citizens, like Jews, would help pay taxes and increase trade and population. 
The French and English, perhaps reluctantly, permitted Jews in their colonies. 
Why not the West India Company? Such arguments were successful, and 
except for the twenty-three who again did not come directly from Holland, all 
others probably had required passports.14 This act of 1650 also stipulated that 
free individuals obtaining land would have a year to put it under cultivation, 
and this perhaps mitigated against Jewish settlement. Jews, it seems, did not 
become farmers.15

The West India Company’s interest in its colonial possessions was, as men-
tioned, primarily one of trade and profit and, perhaps secondarily, settlement. 
Still, as Usselinx suggested, increasing population could be turned into assets. 
However, New Netherland was a problematic colony from the start, despite 
its possibilities, and few people — including, of course, Jews — bothered to 
make the Atlantic voyage.

The region had been “discovered” in 1609 by an Englishman, Henry 
Hudson, sailing for the Dutch East India Company. The 1497 voyage of John 
Cabot, who was employed by Henry VII, established England’s initial claim to 
this part of the New World; Hudson’s discovery solidified it. There was no such 
right of discovery for the republic, though a number of merchant explorers, such 
as Adriaen Block, established the first settlements in New Netherland. Still, 
neighboring English colonies, Massachusetts Bay and Connecticut to the north 
and Virginia and Maryland to the south, were constant reminders of a threaten-
ing English presence. For the English, the Dutch were interlopers. It could be 
argued that the States General, perhaps aware of a sense of being trespassers as 
well as having to face rising financial costs, never really fought to retain their pos-
session. The New Netherland Company in 1620 suggested moving four hundred 
families to New Netherland, but the Dutch Admiralty advised rejection of the 
proposal as “it might make a bad impression in England and France.” Stuyvesant 
was concerned about the English, especially from pressure from Connecticut. 
Therefore, just before a peaceful surrender in 1664, he asked for an overall 
settlement of boundary disputes between the Dutch and English colonies. Such 
agreement, reached in 1650, led to the loss of the Connecticut Valley and eastern 
Long Island. No clear States General mandate was issued for New Netherland 
— at least none that the republic was willing to fight for. Only just before  
surrender did Stuyvesant ask for a charter containing the great seal of the States 
General, an image of authority “which [the] Englishman commonly dotes upon 
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like an idol.” It was 
not done. The West 
Ind ia  Compa ny, 
with interest s in 
the Caribbean and 
southern Africa, had 
little money or desire 
to defend the colony. 
It paid few dividends 
to shareholders. In 
1674, at the time 
of reorganization, 
investors received but 
30 percent of their 
deposit s ,  though 
creditors were paid 
in full.

The precarious 
hold of the company on its territory was particularly tested by the surrounding 
English colonies, especially in the spring and early summer of 1654. Rumors of 
possible invasion by English forces added to deeply felt unease and a need for 
help. On July 7, 1654, the directors wrote to Stuyvesant that in “these dangerous 
times a good quantity of ammunition of war may be sent to them, among which 
some muskets of 3½ feet in length to be distributed in time of need among the 
citizens.” This was probably in response to the concern of the director general 
on news of the arrival of four English warships in Boston and that “the English, 
living among and under us, would we believe, enter into a plot with our enemies 
to our great disadvantage.” The letter was sent on May 30, 1654.16

Stuyvesant wanted to prevent the ship Koning Solomon (King Solomon) from 
leaving, as it would weaken defenses by carrying away one thousand to two 
thousand pounds of gunpowder together with gunners. While the company 
would profit by sailing of the vessel, “people here would be unhappy.”17 War or 
its possibility surely deterred immigration. However, on June 15, 1654, news of 
the April Peace Treaty with England was received, and immediately the yacht 
de Hoen (Hen) was sent to Curaçao. The panic was over for a time and normal 
trade and commerce resumed. By July 27, the Koning Solomon was about to leave 
for the Fatherland, and by August, the barque D’Zwaluw arrived from Virginia. 
Earlier, the barque De Jonge Raaf arrived from the West Indies. The company 
directors wrote to Stuyvesant and his council to expect the ships Peereboom 
and Gelderse Bloem together with “a party of boys and girls from the orphan 
asylum here [Amsterdam] making first a trial of 50 persons,” this to show  

One of the earliest Jewish communities in the western hemisphere 
was established on the island of Curaçao in the seventeenth century.

(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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“our zeal in increasing the population but you also must promote cultivation 
of soil and not rely on English neighbors.”18 And, it could be added, reduce 
economic problems in the republic.

The arrival of the Peereboom with seeming orphans and some Jewish 
merchants was a result of the war’s end, the urging of the Amsterdam Kahal 
(Congregation), changing economic and social conditions, and the desire 
of the company to increase, perhaps as Usselinx had suggested, population 
and settlement. For example, a year later, on May 27, 1655, the burgomasters 
and regents of the city of Amsterdam wrote to the “Noble, Honorable, Wise, 
Prudent, Very Discreet Sir, Petrus Stuyvesant,” again informing him that, with 
the West India Company’s consent, some children were being sent from the 
almshouse to “increase the population of New-Netherland.” Thus, “taking a 
burden” away from Amsterdam authorities, they requested that the youths be 
treated “kindly” to the advantage of the company and the children.19 Despite 
the arrival of orphans, whose numbers are not certain, and a small increase  
in immigration, the directors were not successful in maintaining control of 
the province.

Even with its various problems, Amsterdam was still Europe’s chief financial 
center. Its free-market economy produced a vast commercial center where French 
wines, colonial sugar, and Swedish copper were found in endless quantity. 
Investment capital was readily available. Loans in England could be had at  
6 percent, secured by adequate bonds, while in the Netherlands, loans were 
at 3 ½ percent without “pawn or pledge.” Surely, low-interest rates stimulated 
the possibilities of the western Atlantic settlement. In 1656, Jews were about  
4 percent of the chief investors in the company; by 1658, they were 6 ½ percent. 
Portuguese-Jewish merchants were of vital importance to the Dutch economy, 
especially in centering the profitable sugar trade in Amsterdam.20 Maps by 
Lucas Wagenaar, Nicolas Visscher, and other contemporary cartographers were 
often decorated with views that depicted the abundant richness of the colony 
in vivid, complimentary detail. New Netherland was shown as a thriving, 
flourishing province, full of promise. For the Dutch in the mid-seventeenth 
century, as well as for their Jewish compatriots, it was their “Golden Age,” and 
all was attainable.

In early 1655, or just possibly late 1654, still another group of Jews arrived 
in New Amsterdam, all from the republic, all probably granted passports partly 
as a result of the influence of the Amsterdam parnasim. Many had been in 
Brazil and were part of the 1654 exodus. One, Jacob Cohen Henriquez, was 
the son of principal investor Abraham Cohen, alias Francisco Vaez de Leon. 
While Cohen, accused of theft and smuggling, and many of the others did not 
stay very long, these early arrivals were surely influenced in their decision to go 
to New Amsterdam by their coreligionist West India Company shareholders.21 
This must have also applied to those on the Peereboom.
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Stuyvesant seems not to have objected to those on the Peereboom or those 
coming directly from Amsterdam. However, he did raise questions about the 
twenty-three in several letters, which were carried by the Schaal and the Beer. 
Two letters, dated September 22 and 25, 1654, were to the directors of the 
company asking, if not insisting, that “these new territories not be invaded” by 
people of the “Jewish race.” Another letter, dated October 27, was received via 
England. Stuyvesant’s writing came after the Peereboom arrival and seems to 
have been a reaction to the St. Catrina’s passengers. Stuyvesant used the same 
objections raised by Domine Megapolensis. The directors replied on April 26, 
1655, stating that although they recognized these objections:

We observe that it would be unreasonable and unfair, especially because 
of the considerable loss sustained by the Jews in the taking of Brazil and 
also because of the large amount of capital, which they invested in shares 
of this Company. After many consultations we have decided and resolved 
upon a certain petition made by said Portuguese Jews, that they shall have 
permission to sail and trade in New Netherland and to live and remain there 
provided the poor among them shall not become a burden to the Company, or  
the community, but be supported by their own nation. You will govern 
yourself accordingly.22

The Amsterdam parnasim had asked incoming Jews — the post-Peereboom 
and St. Catrina arrivals — to provide financial aid to the twenty-three indigent 
Jews. As a group, however,  they were primarily interested in possibilities of com-
mercial enterprise.23 Isaac Israel became active in trade on the Delaware River, as 
did David Ferera and Joseph d’Acosta, a major shareholder in the company. They 
dealt in furs, cattle, butter, cheese, tobacco, cloth, and lumber. Ferera bought 
and sold tobacco in Maryland. D’Acosta was an agent in March 1655 for a newly 
formed Gilles Verbrugge and Co., engaged in trade between New Netherland  
and Amsterdam.24 

Though Jews asked for permission to erect a synagogue, Stuyvesant did 
not grant it, and this issue was never pursued. No evident congregation was 
established, and these early arrivals appear not to be the “Founding Fathers of 
Congregation Shearith Israel.” Abraham de Lucena, a leader of the last group, 
had a “Sefer Torah” (holy scroll) given to him by the Amsterdam community, 
but there was little need for it. De Lucena left New Amsterdam soon after 
arrival and returned the scroll to its donors.25 

Stuyvesant’s dislike of these new immigrants might have also stemmed in 
part from some Jewish experience in Curaçao. In 1651, a letter by the company 
directors to Stuyvesant, where he was governor-general of the island, directed 
him to be aware of one Jan de Illan, who was Jewish, as were his associates, 
and was under contract to bring a “considerable number of people” to settle on 
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the island. They wrote that de Illan meant only to trade to the West Indies and 
the mainland. De Illan instead turned to exporting horses and timber and not 
importing people. The contract appeared to have been a subterfuge. Surely the 
incident reinforced Stuyvesant’s suspicions and dislike.

Despite the possibilities and wonders described in Van der Donck’s books, 
the dream of success was quickly dispelled for all of the Peereboom passengers 
except for Levy, as well as for all of those on the St. Catrina and for the Abraham 
de Lucena, Salvador d’Andrada, and Joseph d’Acosta travelers. Possibly the 
last arrived on the ship Gevelekte Koe (Spotted Cow), Pieter Jansen skipper, but 
more likely they were on the ship Great Christofel (Great Christopher), Willem 
Tomassen skipper, which was in port by spring 1655. The de Lucena voyagers 
first appear in records on March 1, 1655, when Sheriff Cornelis Van Tienhoven 
brought “Abram de La Sina, a Jew into court claiming the merchant had kept 
his store open during the sermon and sold by retail,” a privilege reserved for 
burghers. Tienhoven asked for a fine of six hundred guilders and deprivation of 
trade. He also declared that Jews arriving last year from the West Indies (those 
on the St. Catrina) and “now from the Fatherland must depart forthwith.” 
The court decided to let the resolution “take its course.”26 David de Ferera and 
Salvador d’Andrada were sued on May 5, 1655, for payment of freight shipped 
on the vessel arriving in 1655 from Amsterdam. All left after a troubled stay 
a year or two later.27 Possibly, a sense that the colony would fall to mounting 
English pressure also hastened their departure.

It would also appear that Jacques de la Motthe of the St. Catrina remained 
in New Amsterdam after the September arrival of his ship. On March 15, 1655, 
he appeared before the Court of Burgomasters and Schepens as defendant in 
a suit brought by Tienhoven. He was asked to give evidence in a case involv-
ing adultery.28 Why would de la Motthe remain in port? However, he did 
leave soon after, as did the others, except for Levy. Did he then depart aboard  
the St. Catrina?

In Summary
Like de la Motthe, none of the twenty-three and none of those with de 

Lucena stayed very long in the province. Only Asser Levy of those on the 
Peereboom remained, and he died in New York in 1682. By 1664, seemingly 
none of the original 1654–1655 arrivals, except Levy, were present to see and 
accept the surrender to the English. These were not settlers. They did not seek 
to establish a community29 but were drawn by possibilities of trade, the urging 
of the Amsterdam Jewish community, perhaps fear of plague in that city, and 
possibly the rhetoric of Dutch expansionists, such as Usselinx or Van der Donck. 
These few chose first to voyage to New Amsterdam but then to take their leave. 
The company also chose to surrender and leave. However, as a community, the 
Dutch inhabitants remained together with their property, customs, language, 
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and religion. The company’s dreams and hopes were lost in the face of reality. 
For Jews, this was also an adventure that failed. 

Many questions remain about the arrival of these first few. Why exactly 
did they choose 1654? Why not 1644 or 1638 or indeed any other year? Why 
choose this small, newly founded community at the edge of a vast, unknown 
wilderness? Was their decision by chance, choice, or both? What was the 
community’s response to the refugees from Brazil or to those from Amsterdam? 
Unfortunately, those involved seemingly left no extant letters or journals or any 
account of their experience. Answers to questions raised by historians were far 
from the minds of participants. Still, with material now available, perhaps some 
reasonable assumptions can be made that might shed some light on a time long 
past. Perhaps, more evidence in Dutch archives will come forward, and some of 
these basic queries can be answered. Asser Levy came from Vilna and conducted 
business in Germany. What can be found in relevant records regarding Levy and 
other early arrivals? Obviously, it is important to do archival research and use 
primary sources where possible instead of depending on secondary information 
and stories. Using the Dutch name St. Catrina instead of the usually accepted 
French St. Catherine or St. Charles is a case in point.

Leo Hershkowitz is Professor of History at Queens College of The City University of  
New York. An earlier version of this article appeared in de Halve Maen in Summer 2004.
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D O C U M E N T S

Dear Mrs. Cad: A Revolutionary War Letter  
of Rebecca Franks
Mark A. Stern

Life was splendid for Rebecca Franks during the winter and into the spring 
of 1777–1778. Washington’s rebels were immobilized at Valley Forge, improperly 
clothed and short of adequate food supplies. Winter set in, and British General 
Sir William Howe was content to enjoy the comforts of Philadelphia, which his 
army occupied. Some of the finest mansions in the city had been commandeered 
for Howe and his officers. They embarked upon an almost endless series of par-
ties, galas, assemblies, and other social delights with the many young, pretty, 
charming, and affluent ladies of the city.1

Miss Franks was certainly one of these. Renowned for her beauty, wit, 
and conversational acumen, she enjoyed close friendships with a coterie of the 
richest and prettiest girls in town: Betsy, Sarah, Mary, and Peggy Shippen; the 
Chew sisters, Mary, Elizabeth, and Peggy (who were of appropriate age among 
their family’s eleven girls); Williamina Bond; Nancy Redman; Mary White; 
and others.2

Upon settling in Philadelphia, Howe made a point to visit David Franks at 
his Woodford estate to establish a working relationship with the agent in charge 
of victuallizing the British Army in Pennsylvania and on the frontier. Franks 
was Rebecca’s father. The general was accompanied by his aides and top staff, 
including the dashing Major John André, who encountered Miss Franks and 
her friends. The encounter was pleasurable: All those handsome young men in 
their impressive officer uniforms and the beautiful young women responded 
instinctively. A pattern of daily visits ensued; even Howe took part. André drew 
sketches of the ladies and composed poetry. We have no evidence of how Mr. 
and Mrs. Franks liked the situation, but there was nothing wrong with finding 
a way to please your best customer.

David Franks had supplied the British troops as a cocontractor with his 
father, the late Jacob Franks of New York, who, in turn, fulfilled contractual 
requirements passed on from the firm of Arnold Nesbitt, Sir James Colebrook, 
Adam Drummond, Sir Samuel Fludyer, and Moses Franks of London.3 Moses 
Franks was also Jacob’s son and David’s brother. The business arrangement had 
been in force since the conclusion of the French and Indian War.4

David Franks’s parents, Jacob and Bilhah Abigail Levy Franks,5 were Jews 
whose families had migrated from Germany to England. Leaving brothers 
behind in London, Jacob came to America and settled in New York in 1708 or 
1709. He prospered, met and married Abigail, and raised a family of three sons 
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and four daughters who lived to adulthood. Three other siblings died as young 
children. Jacob was a pious Jew and joined with others to build Kahal Kadosh 
Shearith Israel, the first Jewish congregation in New York, in 1728. Until his 
death in 1769, he was a pillar of the synagogue, serving as parnas seven times 
and in other leadership roles continually.

Jacob and Abigail sent their two oldest sons, Naphtali and Moses, back 
to England to learn the merchandising business and to establish themselves. 
Both succeeded handsomely and married first cousins, retaining solid Jewish 
bonds within the family. After a brief attempt to form a partnership with his 
brother Moses, David moved to Philadelphia and, in 1742, commenced his 
business life as a merchant by joining in partnership with his mother’s brother, 
uncle Nathan Levy.

The year before, tragedy had struck the Franks family when David’s older 
sister, Phila, eloped with the Anglican Oliver DeLancey, Jr., whose family was 
powerful both politically and socially in New York. Jacob and Abigail were 
devastated.6 Both rationalized the episode because DeLancey was from a solid 
background and was, in fact, a partner with John Watts in the victuallizing 
firm that served New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Massachusetts under 
contract with Jacob Franks. Despite these positive elements, they did not see or 
speak with Phila for a year. Later, both contemplated separate meetings with 
her, but normal relations were never achieved.

Compounding this agony, in 1743, David married Margaret Evans, 
daughter of Peter Evans, who was a high-level official in the Philadelphia city 
government and a leading parishioner at Christ Church, the city’s Anglican 
church. David’s parents were further upset as all of David’s children were raised 
as Protestants; except for Rebecca, all were baptized at Christ Church.7 But a 
strange phenomenon emerged: Despite her upbringing and despite her mother’s 
devoted church attendance and connection to Christ Church, Rebecca became 
known as the “Jewish belle” of Philadelphia — a consequence of her father’s 
faith and its indelible stamp. 

Over the years since then, there are numerous references to Rebecca as a 
Jewess. In 1893, Anne Hollingsworth Wharton referred to her as “the beauti-
ful Jewess”8 The following year, the Jewish scholar Max J. Kohler authored a 
twenty-seven-page monograph devoted to her that states, “We find Rebecca 
constantly referred to in contemporary and later papers as a Jewess.”9 That same 
year, Henry S. Morais devoted several pages to Rebecca in a book titled The 
Jews of Philadelphia.10 Nearly a century later, a collection of essays on Jewish 
life in Philadelphia explains that her father was one of the original subscribers 
to the Philadelphia Dancing Assembly and that “Rebecca Franks was one of 
the most popular belles of Revolutionary society in the city.”11 One of the most 
comprehensive histories of Philadelphia discusses “Miss Rebecca Franks, the 
Jewish belle of the city.”12 In 1997, we read “On the other hand, David Franks, 
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Philadelphia’s leading Jewish merchant, was a die-hard loyalist whose daughter 
Rebecca was the belle of the Philadelphia social scene.”13 After forty-one years 
of marriage to an Anglican baronet, her death was recorded under  “Jewish 
Obituary Notices” in the Gentlemen’s Magazine of Great Britain.14

In 1780, David Franks was expelled from Pennsylvania despite a series 
of trials in which he was consistently found innocent of treason.15 He and 
Rebecca were ordered to go beyond the battle lines and not return to the state 
until after the war was over. They moved to New York City. Two years later, 
Rebecca married Colonel Henry Johnson of the British Army, who had been 
captured and kept from battle during the final stages of the war. Soon after 
their wedding, with the war ended, Johnson was sent back to England and 
the couple settled in Bath. Not long after, he was promoted to major general 
and assigned as governor of Ross Castle in New Ross (near Wexford), Ireland. 
Rebecca accompanied him there, and it was during their stay that she wrote 
the letter shown here.

Rebecca’s friend (and her mother’s first cousin) Willie Bond had married 
one of Washington’s most admired officers, Gen. John Cadwalader. The women 
corresponded, although only one sample of their letters has surfaced. That letter, 
from Rebecca to Willie, expresses many of the frustrations Rebecca endured 
from her withdrawal from Philadelphia and its frothy days of 1777–1778.  
The letter provides an unusually perceptive and historically interesting view 
of relationships between a number of fairly well-known, affluent English and 
American subjects at the conclusion of the War for Independence.

The letter sends many messages to the contemporary reader. First, Rebecca 
Franks had no difficulty taking sides on any issue and would have been an 
interesting young woman in the twenty-first century. She yearned for social 
recognition, fed upon it, and invited her correspondents to reinforce her opinions 
and biases. She was very partial to her good friends and often contemptuous of 
those she either disliked or envied.

Years later, Rebecca was reported to have regretted her Tory leanings, 
expressing the thought that she should have been a patriot.16 More likely, 
Rebecca really lamented her separation from 1778 Philadelphia and the joys 
and excitements of those days filled with endless parties, dances, and gatherings 
with her closest friends. Life as the wife of a general and baronet never quite 
achieved the same level of intensity she had enjoyed at Woodford.

One other strong message delivered in the letter shows that the lines 
between Whig and Tory and loyalist and revolutionary were blurred signifi-
cantly. Close friends and relatives functioned on both sides without intruding 
greatly upon their personal relationships. Rebecca had been exposed broadly 
to Tory/loyalist individuals and groups all of her life, yet she maintained 
comfortable and affectionate relationships with many pro-revolutionaries and 
had close friends whose husbands were continental congressmen or officers in 
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Washington’s army. Benedict Arnold was one of Washington’s top generals 
when Peggy Shippen married him, which made not the slightest difference 
to Rebecca and Peggy’s friendship. Nancy Paca’s husband was a Maryland 
congressman, and Peggy Chew’s husband was governor of Maryland. Rebecca 
enjoyed endearing friendships with both. William Tilghman ended his career 
as chief justice of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court after many years in public 
service but remained Rebecca’s “old flirt” Billy. Willie Bond’s brother exiled 
himself to England throughout the war to shield his Tory feelings, while her 
husband was one of Washington’s most trusted generals. Cadwalader fought 
a duel taking Washington’s side in a suspected plot to overthrow him as  
commander-in-chief.17

All of Rebecca’s cousins and other relatives tilted toward the British side, and 
she married a British colonel. At the same time, her father obtained authority 
from the Continental Congress to victuallize British prisoners in a half-dozen 
jails throughout the northeastern colonies.18 Clearly, social standing and personal 
affection superseded political leanings before, during, and after the war. True, 
many loyalists were punished severely after hostilities ended, but not by their 
friends or relatives.

Reproduction and annotation of the letter follows.* 

February 19, 1784                               Killernah19

Dear Mrs. Cad 20

The night before last I had the satisfaction of hearing from you, a pleasure 
I wish much more frequently I could enjoy. But the vile sea — how much 
happiness does it deprive us of — but most willingly wou’d I encounter its 
dangers to visit Phila[delphia] again — but alas — I fear I never can hope for 
that   ALL your eloquence will not prevail while he can he will stay, either in 
Ireland (where we are now) or England, and his wife must obey.21

I couldn’t help smiling at that part of yr letter that so gravely reprobates 
grandeur & dissipation — you are indeed consum’d Old Lady — now if I 
who have it not in my power to enjoy such things — was to rail against them 
the world might excuse me — but in you who have all the rich gifts of fortune 
‘tis laughable really22 — Becky23 tells me you are again in for the plate [that 
is, pregnant], poor Toad. Why don’t you follow your Mother’s wise example 
— she always contrived matters so as only to be that way once in 7 years. 
Billy Hamilton24 once made a speech at Dr. Smith’s the day you din’d there 
as a Bride which you have fully versified — do you recollect it — I dare not 
trust it on paper — I can tell you very little of yr American acquaintances 
in London as I left the place last August & indeed when there I knew very 
little of them except Mrs. Arnold25 who always behav’d more like an affect-te 
sister than a common friend, she still continues the same. I hear every week or 
fortnight from her, she expects to be confin’d the beginning of next Month,26 
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she’s a true Francs in that particular — she was & is still more noticed and 
more liked than any American that ever came over. She is visited by people 
of the first rank & invited to all their houses27 — As for Mrs. R Penn28 she is 
and ever will be the Master29 — No alteration except if possible she is larger 
& hoarser than ever – her sister30 is thought pretty — but I do not hear of her 
having any particular admirers — I saw very little of them while in London 
— Mrs. P was too violent an American to have any intimacy with a British 
officer’s wife – she is lately lain of a son — Mrs. Bingham31 arriv’d but a little 
while before I left London & while I was confin’d32 so did not see either her 
or Mrs. Hare.33

The former spent part of the Summer at Brighthelmstone where she was 
much admired in London She is not known & I hear has had but six ladys 
to visit her since her arrival.34 At first she talk’d of going to court and living 
away at a great rate but that Idea is now quite thrown aside & she finds an 
American in London & an American in their own country quite different 
beings. Mrs. Arnold is the only one who has been the least Notic’d — I can 
tell you nothing of yr British acquaintances — I’ve seen more since I came to 
Ireland — Col. [undecipherable]35 is still in Canada – so is Colin Campbell36 
& married to a very beautiful woman — a Daughter of Guy Johns[t]on’s 37 
— Remember me to General and Mrs. Dickinson38 — Col and Mrs Cad39 
— & all the rest of yr acquaintances — I blow your Spouse a kiss and mine 
blows you one at the same time – I’ve not heard from [illegible] — as I 
write to Becky I say nothing to her of that branch of your famille — When 
you receive this may you be happily fix’d in D—r Phila. Which in spite of 
Everything I shall always prefer to every other place – Advise & tell me soon 
that you have given General C another son40 — kiss those you have already 
for your Sincerely Affecte

B Johnson 

If you see B. Tilghman41 tell him his old Flirt sends her love to him — 

*Reprinted with permission from the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Cadwalader Collection 
(#1454), Series 3X, Box 71, Williamina Bond Correspondence, Letter B. Johnson to Williamina 
B. Cadwalader, February 19, 1784.
The Huntington Library, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, the Beverly Hills Public 
Library, the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, and the Frances 
Henry Library at Hebrew Union College in Los Angeles all provided essential archival materials 
for this work. Additionally, Professor William Pencak of the Pennsylvania State University gave 
valuable guidance and inspiration, which are much appreciated.

After thirty-eight years as an engineer in the aerospace business and sixteen years 
restoring concert grand pianos, Mark Abbott Stern found his true passion in the history 
of Colonial Jewish America. At long distance, William Pencak has mentored  
his research within the Franks family, and a biography of Rebecca’s father, David,  
nears completion.
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.An Eighteenth Century Hebrew Lu'ah  
from Pennsylvania
Jonathan D. Sarna

Jewish religious life revolves around Jewish time — time measured according 
to the complex lunar-solar calendar of the Jewish people. One needs a Jewish 
calendar, or lu'aḥ, to know when Jewish holidays are to be celebrated, what 
time the Sabbath begins and ends, when to memorialize the dead, and even 
when to say morning and evening prayers. The first printed Jewish calendar 
in America appeared in 1806: Moses Lopez’s A Lunar Calendar, of the 
Festivals, and Other Days in the Year, Observed by the Israelites, Commencing 
Anno Mundi, 5566, and Ending in 5619, being a Period of 54 Years, Which by 
the Solar Computation of Times, Begins September 24th 1805, and will End the 
28th of the Same Month, in the Year 1859 (Newport, 1806). Thereafter, they 
appear quite regularly.1

Prior to 1806, Jewish calendars in North America were handwritten. Several 
are extant, including one written for Joseph Simon, the famous Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania, merchant.2 Now another lu'aḥ has come to light, found in the 
private collection of Arnold and Dee Kaplan of Allentown, Pennsylvania. It 
is at once typical of traditional Jewish calendars written in German lands and 
also unique.

This handwritten lu'aḥ, several images from which are printed in the color 
insert found in the back of this volume, courtesy of the Kaplans, covers the year 
5539 of the Hebrew calendar, corresponding to the year 1778–79. The author 
of the lu'aḥ was Abraham Eleazer Cohen, who identifies himself on the cover. 
The cover likewise mentions Philadelphia in large print, indicating that the lu'aḥ 
was written there. However, during the course of 1779, several prominent Jews 
fled Philadelphia for Lancaster, Pennsylvania, to escape the British occupation; 
the lu'aḥ may have traveled with them. This would explain why the cover also 
seems to mention Lancaster in small faded Hebrew print vertically on the 
left side. The fact that this lu'aḥ was produced in the midst of the American 
Revolution underscores the calendar’s importance for the proper observance of 
Jewish religious life and makes this document particularly significant.

Cohen died in February 1785 in Philadelphia. He was a schoolmaster and 
the shamash (beadle) for Congregation Mikveh Israel of Philadelphia in 1783. 
During his tenure at Mikveh Israel, he offered to provide private Hebrew les-
sons, a sign of his superior Jewish education. In his will, he described himself 
as a “schoolmaster” and left fifty pounds to the synagogue.3 
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Cohen’s lu'aḥ contains four lines of text on its inside cover that are written 
in another hand than the lu'aḥ itself. This Hebrew text, which is in a cursive 
script, may be translated as follows:

Rachel, wife of the master (g’vir)  
Jacob, son of Joshua  
Cohen, of Oppenheim4 (?) 
For good deeds, Amen.

This would seem to be a dedication to the recipient of the lu'aḥ. Perhaps 
that recipient was Rachel Jacobs (Polack), the second wife of Jacob I. Cohen 
(known in Hebrew as Jacob son of Joshua.)5 If so, the dedication would have been 
composed no earlier than November 3, 1807, when that couple was married. 
Professor Elisheva Carlebach, who has examined hundreds of these calendars, 
reports that this is the first she has seen that is “clearly intended to be used by 
a woman.”6 Women needed calendars, among other reasons, to punctiliously 
observe the laws of niddah (menstrual purity). 

Rabbi Mordechai and Caren Torczyner of Congregation Sons of Israel, 
Allentown, Pennsylvania, have analyzed this lu'aḥ7 and suggest that its author 
is a man of some learning who knows the laws of the Jewish calendar well.8 For 
example, the lu'aḥ takes into account the tekufah, the solstice, which marks the 
division of the seasons for the religious calendar. It also documents the molad, 
the time when the new moon is “born.” In the month of Heshvan (which usually 
falls in October–November), it gives this molad not only in hours and minutes 
but also with the traditional number of parts (ḥalakim) of three and one-third 
seconds each (there are 1,080 ḥalakim in an hour). The number provided, how-
ever, is erroneous, suggesting that this tradition had by then been lost (which 
may also explain why ḥalakim are not supplied for other months). In addition, 
the lu'aḥ lists the weekly Torah portion (sometimes misspelled), the secular 
date that correlates with the Hebrew date, and of course, all Jewish holidays. 
While many a manuscript lu'aḥ from Germany also list selected Christian 
holidays, such as Christmas and some saints days — which affected business 
and sometimes drove Jews indoors — this one does not, implying that it was 
used exclusively for religious purposes.

The discovery of this lu'aḥ extends our understanding of the religious lives 
of early American Jews. It serves as a reminder that those pioneers, remote as 
they were from the European centers of Jewish life, nevertheless found ways, 
such as through handwritten Jewish calendars, to preserve Jewish time. 
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Dr. Jonathan D. Sarna, Joseph H. & Belle R. Braun Professor of American Jewish 
History in the Department of Near Eastern & Judaic Studies at Brandeis University, 
is one of America’s foremost commentators on American Jewish history, religion, and 
life. Born in Philadelphia and raised in New York and Boston, he attended Brandeis 
University, the Boston Hebrew College, Merkaz HaRav Kook in Jerusalem, and Yale 
University, where he obtained his doctorate in 1979. Dr. Sarna has written, edited, 
or coedited more than twenty books. His most recent work is the acclaimed American 
Judaism: A History. Winner of the Jewish Book Council’s “Jewish Book of the Year 
Award” in 2004, it has been praised as being “the single best description of American 
Judaism during its 350 years on American soil.”
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Following an elaborate ordination service at the Plum Street Temple, guests transferred to one 
of Cincinnati’s most famous elegant banquet locations, The Highland House. Atop Mt. Adams 
and overlooking the Ohio River, the Highland House was both a presitigious and beautiful 
venue for the great banquet. Unfortunately, the Highland House was subsequently torn down. 
(Courtesy Cincinnati Historical Society)
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A R T I C L E

The Myth of the Trefa Banquet: American 
Culinary Culture and the Radicalization of Food 
Policy in American Reform Judaism*

Lance J. Sussman

On July 11, 1883, one of the great landmark events in the history of Judaism 
in the United States took place at Cincinnati’s Highland House overlooking 
the Ohio River.1 The “Trefa Banquet” or “Highland House Affair” is, perhaps, 
Reform Judaism’s most widely known faux pas but also one of its least-studied 
occurrences.2 Often invoked against classical Reform Judaism both from within 
and from outside the Reform movement, the Trefa Banquet can also be under-
stood both as a cautionary tale and an object lesson for Judaism’s most liberal 
religious movement.3 By exploring the Trefa Banquet more thoroughly, placing 
it into its historical context, and reexamining the chain of events that followed 
it, we can also learn a great deal about Judaism in America, then and now.4

Viewed from the perspective of its own time, the well-known Cincinnati 
repast of July 1883 was closely patterned after the grand banquet style of 
American culinary culture in an age of excess. Within the continuum of Reform 
Jewish history, the Trefa Banquet’s pork-free menu reflected a broader culinary 
pattern of select kashrut — that is, Jewish religious dietary pratice — among 
nineteenth century American Jews. It also represented a midpoint between the 
general compliance with traditional kashrut at public events that characterized 
American Reform Judaism until the 1870s and a radical break with kashrut that 
increasingly characterized mainstream Reform beginning in the early 1880s. 
The radicalization of Reform food policy was occasioned by general trends in 
American culinary culture, upward socioeconomic mobility among American 
Reform Jews, and the influence of religious modernism on the Reform move-
ment. Remarkably, Reform food policy largely remained radicalized until the 
end of the twentieth century when, for the first time in more than a century, 
the possibility of returning to select traditional dietary practices was brought 
up for serious discussion and review.

As is well known, the radicalization of Reform food policy in the 1880s also 
served as an accelerant in the formation of the nascent Conservative movement. At 
the same time, kashrut issues among newly arrived east European Jews resulted in 
their establishing numerous social service institutions to regulate kashrut. Ironically 
and sadly, a celebration in honor of the first ordination class of the Hebrew Union 
College (HUC), which was supposed to signal a new era of intrafaith cooperation 
among American Jews, instead proved to be a call to arms and contributed to the 
permanent factionalization of American Jewish religious life. 
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Historiography: The Myth of the Trefa Banquet 
For many years following the Highland House Affair, the memory of the 

Trefa Banquet apparently remained alive at the grass-roots level but did not 
attract scholarly attention. In his 1941 autobiography, My Life as an American 
Jew, David Philipson, a member of the first HUC ordination class and an eyewit-
ness to the banquet, published an account of the dinner that was replete with 
misinformation and strong personal opinion. However, Philipson’s “memory” 
of the dinner became the codified text on what had occurred nearly sixty years 
earlier. In Philipson’s account, “terrific excitement ensued when two rabbis rose 
from their seats and rushed from the room. Shrimp had been placed before 
them as the opening course of the elaborate menu.”5 In fact, contemporaneous 
reports of the dinner do not fully substantiate that the dinner had been dra-
matically disrupted. For sure, shrimp was not served as the first course; rather, 
it was littleneck clams! 

Philipson also appended a historical thesis of his own. “This incident,” 
he opined, “furnished the opening to the movement that culminated in 
the establishment of a rabbinical seminary of a Conservative birth.”6 While 
perhaps slightly overstated, Philipson’s observation helped nurture a rich his-
toriographical tradition in American Jewish history that, in particular, looked 
at the founding of the first Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) in New York 
and the rise of the largest Jewish denomination in the United States for most 
of the twentieth century. 

While Philipson’s facts were slightly revised by memory and, perhaps, 
a little embellished, his thesis concerning the place of the Trefa Banquet in 
American Jewish history eventually attracted serious scholarly attention. In 
1966, Professor John J. Appel published a historical analysis of the Trefa Banquet 
in Commentary magazine. Appel concluded that the inclusion of shrimp, crab, 
and clams on the menu of the Trefa Banquet was not a caterer’s error but 
reflected the “ambivalent, sometimes contradictory attitude” of Rabbi Isaac 
Mayer Wise toward kashrut and, more significantly, “was deliberately arranged 
by some Cincinnati businessmen.” In fact, the determination of the final menu 
was probably more benign and lacked any intention to antagonize the guests 
of HUC and the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC), whose 
tenth anniversary was combined purposefully with the college’s first ordination 
service. Like Philipson, Appel also argued that the Trefa Banquet played a role 
in the series of events that ultimately led to the formation of the Conservative 
movement in American Judaism.7 

Appel’s investigative work and brief reflections on the Trefa Banquet, now 
nearly forty years old, serve as the logical point of departure for an expanded 
discussion of the banquet. While Appel succeeded in doing much of the histori-
cal spade work on the events of July 11, 1883, and the subsequent fallout in 
the national Jewish community, he did not fully address the wider context in 
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which the Trefa Banquet took place. A review of the relevant primary literature 
clearly demonstrates that the menu was typical for its time and place with 
respect to general culture of American and American Jewish banquets of the 
1880s. Moreover, Appel did not address the significant “pork-free” aspect of the 
dinner and its contemporaneous medical justification, which was also applied 
to reevaluate the “fitness” of oysters for Jewish consumption. 

With respect to the denominational consequences of the dinner, again, 
Appel’s research was narrow in its scope. The reaction of the traditionalists to 
the Trefa Banquet was not only confined to the founding of the first JTS and 
the subsequent emergence of a Conservative movement but also involved a 
wider splintering of American Judaism into three principal groupings early in 
the twentieth century. Indeed, heightened concern about kashrut among east 
European Jews in America early in the 1880s might explain the heated reaction 
of several traditional East Coast Jewish journalists. Ironically, the Trefa Banquet 
was also significant within the history of the Reform movement, whose views 
of the traditional dietary laws were in tremendous flux in 1883. As will be seen, 
the Cincinnati dinner was also part of a larger radicalizing trend that was to 
reposition the Reform movement as a whole on the issue of kashrut. 

The Highland House Affair
The basic facts surrounding the Trefa Banquet are generally not well 

known and have remained embedded in the primary literature of the Highland 
House Affair. Three groups within the American Jewish community con-
verged in Cincinnati in July 1883 for a series of meetings and celebrations. As 
stated, HUC’s first ordination service was combined with the UAHC’s tenth 
anniversary; Cincinnati was also host to a meeting of the Rabbinical Literary 
Association, a forerunner of the Central Conference of American Rabbis 
(CCAR).8 The triple linkage guaranteed excellent representation from many of 
the most elite circles in American Jewish life during the Gilded Age. 

HUC had been established in 1875 by Wise with the help of the UAHC. 
It was representative of a new type of rabbinic school pioneered earlier in the 
nineteenth century in Italy and Germany. Several attempts at opening rabbinic 
schools, or at least preparatory schools, had already failed in the United States 
by the time Wise founded HUC (although Maimonides College, established 
in Philadelphia in 1867 by Isaac Leeser, had ordained a class of four rabbis 
before closing in 1869). Wise was determined not only to keep his school open  
but to develop it into an important, respectable institution. To its president, 
commencement exercises for the first class at HUC were nothing less than a 
personal victory and the fulfillment of a lifelong dream.9

Wise, born in Steingrub, Bohemia, in 1819, had arrived in the United States 
in 1846. Although he had a limited Jewish education, he quickly emerged as 
a leading and highly controversial Jewish voice in America. After serving two 
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pulpits in Albany, New York, he settled in Cincinnati in 1854, where he launched 
both an English- and German-language Jewish newspaper, the Israelite and Die 
Deborah, and published his own prayer book, Minhag America. He believed that 
he had the capacity to articulate a Judaism that would unify the vast majority of 
American Jews under a single organizational umbrella. After a number of false 
starts and seemingly endless disputes within the national Jewish community, 
he finally helped launch the UAHC in 1873 and HUC in 1875. Now, eight 
years after the founding of HUC, he was about to witness and participate in 
the culmination of years of hard work in America.10

At 2:30 in the afternoon of July 11, all three groups converged at the Plum 
Street Temple in downtown Cincinnati for commencement exercises for the 
college. The Moorish synagogue’s altar was lavishly adorned with flowers. In 
addition to a number of speeches by rabbis, including both traditionalists like 
Benjamin Szold and radicals like Kaufman Kohler, lay leaders of HUC and the 
UAHC also were invited to speak. A choir made up of five women and three 
men offered “excellent music.” Two students, representing their class of four, 
spoke as well. “At the conclusion,” the July 12, 1883 edition of The Cincinnati 
Enquirer reports, “Dr. Wise pronounced them duly ordained rabbis.”11

At the request of a special ad hoc committee headed by Julius Freiberg 
(1823–1905) representing Cincinnati’s leading Jewish families, some 215 guests 
were invited to continue the celebration of the first class of ordainees at a grand 
banquet at the Highland House, a restaurant and resort on Cincinnati’s Mt. 
Adams. Freiberg, a wealthy businessman who had founded the distilling firm 
of Freiberg and Workum that introduced bourbon whiskey to the world, was 
active in a broad range of civic and Jewish organizations, including Cincinnati’s 
Chamber of Commerce, B’nai B’rith, the Jewish Hospital of Cincinnati, the 
UAHC (president, 1889–1903), and HUC.12

Arrangements were made to transport the guests on the Eden Park street- 
cars from Fifth and Walnut in downtown Cincinnati to the Highland House. 
A dinner orchestra and menu greeted the two hundred guests who rode cable 
cars to the top of Mt. Adams. A beautiful printed menu adorned with a colored 
feather informed the guests, including a number of Christian clergy and profes-
sors from the University of Cincinnati, that an elegant French cuisine dinner 
composed of nine courses and five alcoholic drinks would be served. 

The caterer for the evening was well known in the Cincinnati Jewish 
community. Gustave Lindeman (d. 1928) was the food manager of the Jewish 
Allemenia Club in Cincinnati and, subsequently, a swanky non-Jewish club 
in Dayton after a flood destroyed a restaurant he operated in the Queen City. 
Lindeman, who lived most of his life in Dayton, viewed himself as “just Jewish” 
and steered clear of denominational labels. He married Henrietta Oaks on May 
10, 1868. Rabbi Wise officiated.13
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Nearly a hundred years after the Trefa Banquet took place, a granddaugh-
ter of Gustave Lindeman, Edith Lindeman Calisch of Richmond, Virginia, 
maintained in a private correspondence that “Gus Lindeman evidently was 
given carte blanche when it came to the menu for the banquet and this menu 
was accepted by Rabbi Wise and members of the committee.” In her unveri-
fied apologium, Calisch added that “my grandfather, though Jewish, had no 
knowledge of whom the guests were to be and had merely followed instructions 
to provide ‘an elegant and sumptuous meal.’’’14

When first asked for an explanation as to who decided on the menu for the 
evening, a defensive Wise wrote in his Israelite on August 3, 1883, that “said 
chief cook, himself a Jew wool-dyed, was to place before the guests a kosher 
meal.” “So it was understood,” the president of HUC continued, “in Cincinnati 
all along, and we do not know why he diversified his menu with multipeds 
and bivalves.”15 Two weeks later, in his German-language Die Deborah, where 
Wise generally disclosed his own viewpoint more fully, the bilingual editor 
admitted that “the Cincinnati Banquet Committee allowed a few dishes to 
be served which are forbidden according to Jewish ritual law.”16 Subsequently, 
however, when pushed to explain the actions of the committee, Wise went on 
the offensive and further embroiled himself in controversy.

By any standard, the party Lindeman provided HUC and UAHC on July 
11, 1883, was lavish, even in an age of excess. For sure, the dinner was extremely 
costly. Some mistakes in the French spelling on the menu and the inclusion of 
cheese at the end of the menu suggests that the hosts and their food provider 
were not fully tutored in fine cuisine and were stretching to impress their East 
Coast guests. The celebration, including its food, decorations, music, and toasts, 
reflected the excessive banquet culture of its era and is part of a larger historical 
continuum of banquets, from the dining and drinking excesses of the biblical 
King Ahasurerus to contemporary American bar and bat mitzvah receptions 
and Israeli wedding receptions.17

The Cincinnati Enquirer covered the event in great detail and called the 
banquet a “Jewish Jollification.” According to the Enquirer, “The banquet at 
the Highland House was the most brilliant event of the session of the council. 
[T]he arrangements were complete in every detail, providing every possible 
comfort for the large gathering of ladies and gentlemen.”18 The complete menu 
was also reported in the daily paper as a seemingly noncontroversial matter of 
public record. 

A number of original texts of the menu have survived over the years and are 
in collections of the American Jewish Archives in Cincinnati. The first course 
was littleneck clams and a sherry followed by a consommé and Sauterne, a 
Bordeaux wine. The third course was large and included beef tenderloins with 
mushrooms, soft-shell crabs, a shrimp salad, potatoes in lobster bisque sauce, and 
another selection of Bordeaux wine. The entrée was sweetbreads accompanied 
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with peas. The fifth course featured frog legs in cream sauce, breaded chicken 
and asparagus, followed by pigeon and squab embedded in pastry, salads, and 
G. H. Mumm extra-dry champagne. Of course, there were plenty of desserts, 
including ice cream and assorted cakes. Indeed, almost every violation of kashrut 
was in evidence — seafood, tref meat, mixing milk and meat — with the one 
exception of pork.19 It is very possible that the sponsors of the dinner sincerely 
believed, from the perspective of “moderate Reform,” that this one exception 
rendered the banquet religiously acceptable to Jewish traditionalists at the repast, 
particularly in a city that sported the nickname “Porkopolis.” They could not 
have been more wrong.

Unlike the non-Jewish reporter at the Enquirer, an anonymous Jewish 
reporter filed a story with the New York Herald strongly professing that not 
everyone was impressed with the UAHC convention or comfortable with the 
menu. Probably written by a member of the distinguished Mendes family, 
the New York-based story began by stating that “a candid review of the work 
[of the Cincinnati Council] does not call forth special praise.” It ended with 
a brief comment that “a painful episode was the banquet, on the menu of 
which, were dishes forbidden by Jewish law. Yet rabbis and laymen assembled 
for Jewish interests, instead of rising in a body and leaving the hall, sat down 
and participated.”20

Five days later, on July 27, an article appeared in New York’s The Jewish 
Messenger. Twenty-two-year-old Henrietta Szold, who had accompanied her 
father, Rabbi Benjamin Szold, to the Cincinnati convocation, had served as an 
anonymous correspondent for the paper. Her numerous abilities were recog-
nized by the paper’s editor, who offered her a column under a nom de plume, 
Shulamith.21 As Shulamith, Szold wrote on a broad range of contemporary 
topics, particularly anti-Semitism and her experiences with the rapidly expand-
ing east European immigrant community in Baltimore, where she lived.22 “I 
eat, drink and sleep Russians,” she once told her sister, Rachel.23 Personally 
anchored in and respectful of the Jewish tradition and mindful of her jour-
nalistic responsibilities, Szold was stunned by the fare served at the Highland 
House, which stood in stark contrast to her own daily experience and what she 
observed in her home city.

“I would be outraging my own feelings were I to omit recording the indig-
nation which was felt by a surprisingly small minority at the manner in which 
the banquet was served,” Szold wrote. “There was no regard paid to our dietary 
laws,” she continued, “and consequently two rabbis left the table without having 
touched the dishes, and I am happy to state that I know of at least three more 
who ate nothing and were indignant but signified their disapproval in a less 
demonstrative manner.”24
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On the other hand, the mere presence of Szold and other women at the 
banquet was somewhat revolutionary in and of itself. According to food histo-
rian John F. Mariani, “[W]omen were not admitted to all dining rooms, and 
until the 1870s separate rooms were provided for them to take their meals at 
eastern hotels.”25 Mixed seating was first introduced to the American Reform 
synagogue in 1851 in Albany, New York, and remains a significant issue in 
modern Judaism in the United States and globally.26

Word of the Trefa Banquet spread quickly throughout the Jewish press, with 
East Coast critics of Wise pressing the attack, demanding both an explanation 
and an apology. Wise, who in his own publications depicted the banquet along 
the same positive lines as suggested by The Cincinnati Enquirer, was soon placed 
on the defensive. However, instead of apologizing, Wise stonewalled and then 
retaliated with charges of hypocrisy, pointing to the dismissal of several leading 
Orthodox rabbis in the United States and Europe on the grounds that they had 
eaten forbidden foods.27 Wise also offered arguments defending the inclusion 
of seafood on the menu and, at one point in the discussion, even referred to 
oysters as “ocean vegetables.”28 

A number of Wise’s loyal readers sent letters of support to his publications 
and labeled his critics “ignorant fanatics.”29 Wise’s “new Judaism,” a Chicago 
correspondent wrote, “has a right to assert itself and in the very publicity of 
such occasions, we want to show our faces.”30 A rabbi from Pittsburgh wrote 
that “[I]f Wise’s critics could see the hypocritical, self-indulgent though secret 
violations of kashrut by the European rabbinate, they would stop complaining 
about Rabbi Wise’s attitude.”31 A Denver-based pro-Wise rabbi remarked that 
the Cincinnati dinner was the proper occasion to relegate “kitchen Judaism to 
the antique cabinet where it belongs.”32 

The charge of “kitchen Judaism” was not unusual at that time for radical 
reformers to employ against their opponents in the Jewish community. Wise 
himself had written as early as 1865 that he didn’t “worry about the kitchen.”33 
Later, in 1893, he attacked Orthodox Jews in England for their “kitchen and 
stomach” religion.34 Although only speculation, it is possible that “kitchen 
Judaism” is not only a pejorative term for an unthinking folk religion but is 
inherently misogynistic as well.35 Banquets and the principles of “the new 
Judaism” were the work of men. Modern women, though tempted by culture 
and its culinary delights, were still tethered to the kitchen in the eyes of Wise 
and his so-called progressive supporters.

Meanwhile, the board of Rodeph Sholom Congregation in Philadelphia, 
led by its scholarly anti-Wise rabbi, Marcus Jastrow, voted to censure Wise in 
April, 1884, accusing him of undignified behavior and questioning his academic 
credentials.36 Subsequently, the UAHC appointed a special committee of five 
distinguished leaders to look into the matter. Not surprisingly, they acquitted 
Wise of all charges. The traditional Jewish press in the East, led by the Mendes 
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family and Phillip Cowen (1853–1943), founder and publisher of The American 
Hebrew, immediately protested that the UAHC’s findings were a whitewash. 
Facetiously, Cowan remarked that not only did Wise not know the laws of 
kashrut, but he was equally unfamiliar with the American practice “of eating 
oysters only in months with an ‘R’ in them.”37 Wise, of course, claimed that 
the crusade against him had ended with his complete exoneration.38

Curiously, the continued controversy had little effect on the size and com-
position of the UAHC, which actually grew from 99 congregations in 1883 
to 102 in 1884 before dropping to 98 in 1885. By contrast, the affair had a 
devastating but not fatal effect on HUC. In 1884, the year after the Highland 
House debacle, five students were ordained, including Ludwig Grossman, Max 
Heller, Isaac Rubenstein, Joseph Silverman, and Joseph Stolz. However, no one 
was ordained in 1886 and only one in 1887.  Wise himself blamed the drop in 
the graduation rate to the controversy that lingered for several years after the 
great Highland House faux pas.39

Contextualizing the Trefa Banquet 
In its own controversial and unintended way, the Highland House Affair 

actually confirmed the centrality of food practices in traditional Jewish life, 
a social/historical dimension of the Jewish experience increasingly interesting 
to scholars of ancient Israel and rabbinic Judaism. Viewed broadly, kashrut is 
part of an essentially universal phenomenon in religious life in which food is 
imbued with extraordinary symbolic and social value. “Food in religious life,” 
writes James E. Latham, “is a subject of immense proportions.”40 Conversely, 
abrogating religiously sanctioned food customs is equally laden with value for 
rebels, reformers, and schismatics who not only violate old norms but may seek 
to superimpose new symbolic foods of their own.

In his unpublished article on the Trefa Banquet, Appel astutely compared it 
to “a gastronomic incident which inaugurated the Swiss Protestant Reformation 
in 1522.”41 Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531), a dissident priest, publicly defended 
the eating of meat during Lent that year. Although Zwingli himself followed 
traditional Catholic culinary practice in preparation for Easter, he defended to 
the right of others to break with church tradition, especially when the reforms 
did not contradict scripture. Conflict with the Catholic Church quickly escalated 
and, in response, Zwingli wrote his first major reformatory treatise, Archeteles, 
questioning the whole ceremonial structure of the Roman Church.

In comparing the two “Trefa Banquets,” Catholic and Jewish, it is inter-
esting to note that both Wise and Zwingli were not themselves thoroughly 
radicalized in their eating habits. Moreover, the Swiss controversy ultimately 
resulted in a schism in the Swiss Church, a process that Zwingli, much like 
Martin Luther, led.42 In the case of Reform Judaism, it was the increasingly 
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attenuated ties of ethnicity and family as well as the external realities of anti-
Semitism that prevented a true schism from occurring within the nineteenth 
century Jewish community.

The enormous symbolic value ascribed to food in religious life certainly 
applies to Jewish tradition, stretching all the way back to the earliest days of 
ancient Israel. A contemporary Israeli archeologist, Israel Finkelstein, has even 
come to the conclusion based on his own extensive field work that “half a 
millennium before the composition of the biblical text, with its detailed laws 
and dietary regulations, the Israelites chose, for reasons that are not entirely 
clear, not to eat pork. Monotheism and the traditions of the Exodus and cov-
enant apparently come much later.”43 Similarly, contemporary anthropologists 
including Mary Douglas and Jean Soler, who offer structuralist approaches to 
the study of food norms in ancient Israel, as well as Marvin Harris, who fol-
lows an ecological approach, all place dietary laws at the center of the Israelite 
religious experience.44 Samuel Krauss and Max Grunwald, both of Vienna, 
researched and published pioneering critical works in the early decades of the 
twentieth century on “Juedischen Volkskueche,” documenting the importance 
of the culinary in traditional postbiblical Jewish life.45 More recently, Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has written a number of monographs on Jewish cooking 
in the United States and Canada; and English scholar John Cooper published a 
book-length study in 1993 titled Eat and Be Satisfied: A Social History of Jewish 
Food, which offers a comprehensive look at Jewish food customs as well as the 
halakhah of kashrut.46 

By contrast, the larger history of the food culture of American Jews is still 
largely unknown. Although Jacob R. Marcus, doyen of the study of the American 
Jew, characterized the religion of early American Jews as an “orthodoxy of salu-
tary neglect,” it is abundantly clear that kashrut was never entirely absent among 
American Jews and, as the case of the Trefa Banquet demonstrates, was often 
at the epicenter of their religious life. By the middle decades of the nineteenth 
century, at least three distinct positions vis-à-vis the dietary laws had developed 
among American Jews: ritually observant, pork-free, and nonobservant.47 For 
the most part, however, serving kosher food at public Jewish occasions and 
in Jewish communal institutions through the Civil War and Reconstruction 
was the norm. It was not until the early 1880s that the radicalized nonkosher 
position fully rooted in public Judaism in the United States.

Keeping kosher in America in the middle decades of the nineteenth century 
was problematic at best. Two major issues, shehitah (ritual kosher slaughter) 
and the production of Passover matzah, faced the Jewish community, which 
grew rapidly from a few thousand individuals in 1820 to 150,000 people  
on the eve of the American Civil War. The responsibility for both kosher meat  
and matzah initially belonged primarily to individual synagogues. However,  
the American principle of the separation of church and state meant that no 
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outside regulatory power was available to help enforce standards, and the Jewish 
community itself, particularly in the larger cities, was highly resistant to creating 
pan-communal structures to supervise kashrut. The widespread employment 
of Judaically unknowledgeable gentile assistants to the Jewish butchers further 
complicated the issue of obtaining legitimately kosher meat. In New York 
during the 1850s, independent unions of kosher butchers and matzah bakers 
were formed, reflective of the rise of independent kosher food operators in the 
community. With an increase in the rate of Jewish immigration toward the end 
of the nineteenth century, the problems of the American kosher food industry 
became even more acute.48

A survey of food policies of Jewish hospitals in the United States prior to 
the Civil War reveals that keeping kosher was the norm. An advertisement for 
a ball to benefit Mt. Sinai Hospital in New York in 1852 assured prospective 
patrons that the event would be kosher.49 Similarly, New Orleans’s new Jewish 
hospital announced in 1855 that it would provide its patients with kosher food,50 
as did Philadelphia’s Jewish Hospital nine years later.51

On the other hand, a large number of American Jews in their private lives 
practiced a selective kashrut that by its very nature was more subjective and 
uneven than systematic in actual practice. The debate over selective kashrut 
centered on two issues: pork and oysters. While most American Jews seemed 
to refrain from eating pork, it was a different story with seafood. A leading 
exemplar of the pork-free approach was Mordecai Manuel Noah (1785–1851). 
“Noah,” his biographer Jonathan D. Sarna writes, “was vitally concerned that 
food brought into his home not contain lard, a swine product.”52 He even helped 
develop a chemical test that could detect the presence of lard in olive oil. While 
Noah also refrained from eating pork in public, he openly violated other dietary 
restrictions including the eating of turtles and oysters.53

A widespread opinion developed on medical grounds among nineteenth 
century Jews justifying the “no pork, yes oyster” viewpoint. Pork was correctly 
held to be highly susceptible to contamination. Similarly, many American 
Jewish apologists, including Wise, argued that Jewish slaughter practices were 
more medically fit than alternative methods. When the German government 
adopted the Jewish mode of slaughtering animals as a health measure for food 
served to its military in 1894, Wise loudly applauded the action.54 The American 
military also investigated serving kosher food during the Spanish-American 
War for health reasons. Moreover, almost immediately after the Civil War, the 
consumption of beef in the United States began to increase rapidly, aided by 
a number of technological advances including refrigerated rail cars (1871) and 
barbed wire (1875). Not surprisingly, pork consumption began to recede.55 

Oysters were not only widely viewed as healthy but also as being an 
aphrodisiac. In general, Americans consumed millions of oysters during the 
nineteenth century. So many oysters were transported between the Atlantic coast 
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and Cincinnati that the stagecoach route was referred to as the “Oyster Line.”56 
Thereafter, the oysters were transported by canal barge and rail. Oyster houses, 
oyster saloons, and oyster bars were found in American cities in every region. 
Special oyster dishes and even an oyster cracker were developed. Before they 
began to deplete in the 1880s, the oyster beds in the Chesapeake Bay produced 
fifteen billion bushels of oysters per year. Charles Dickens once commented 
on the American passion for seafood that he saw “at every supper at least two 
mighty bowls of hot stewed oysters.”57 By analogy, it might be said that oysters 
were for nineteenth century American Jews what Chinese food became for their 
twentieth century descendants.58 

Determining Wise’s personal food policy is not easy. Frequently inconsis-
tent, he readily changed or revised his views for opportunistic purposes. He was 
openly hostile to “kitchen Judaism,” yet he clearly refrained from eating swine. 
On the other hand, as stated previously, Wise frequently argued that oysters 
were kosher and, it can be assumed, he ate them. “There can be no doubt,” 
Wise wrote in The American Israelite in 1895, “that the oyster shell is the same 
to all intents and purposes as the scales to the clean fish, protecting against 
certain gases in the water.”59 At various times, he wrote against the washing 
and salting of meat, the prohibition of mixing milk and meat, and the special 
food restrictions during Passover. “Those who waste their religious and moral 
sentiments in small and insignificant observances which make them neither 
better nor more useful,” Wise wrote, “diminish and impair their religious and 
moral capacity.”60

While changing patterns in American Jewish food culture affected Jewish 
men, it was Jewish women, as food consumers, cooks, and the principal stew-
ards of “kitchen Judaism,” who were profoundly affected by the new culinary 
climate of the post-Civil War era. According to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, the 
first Jewish cookbook to appear in America, Esther Levy’s 1871 Jewish Cookery 
Book, was primarily written to promote both traditional women’s domesticity 
and kashrut among American Jewish women. In Levy’s own words, “[W]ithout 
violating the precepts of our religion, a table can be spread, which will satisfy 
the appetites of the most fastidious.” Similarly, as early as 1863, The Jewish 
Messenger condemned “tables with forbidden viands for which many young 
Jewesses betray a singular relish.”61

To a great extent, the interest in cuisine, referred to in The American Israelite 
as an “anomalous monster,” was class based. “Contributors to the Israelite and 
Die Deborah,” according to Maria T. Baader, “repeatedly reminded their read-
ers that neither housework nor children’s education could be fully delegated 
to servants without serious damage to home and family.” Baader added that 
children’s manners, “especially table manners, also required the close supervi-
sion of the mother.”62
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However, Levy and others were swimming against the cultural tide in the 
nontraditional and rapidly acculturating sector of the 1870s American Jewish 
community. Not only was culinary accommodation waxing in the post-Civil 
War American Jewish community, but the gastronomic accommodationists 
found theoretical support among both moderate pork-free reformers like Wise 
and, especially, the more radical German Reform rabbis in the years following 
the Civil War who advocated the complete abolition of the dietary laws. 

Initially, American Reform Judaism was of a more conservative bent with 
respect to its dietary practices. Several of the first Reform congregations in the 
United States officially kept the dietary laws. According to historian Leon A. Jick, 
even radical congregations like Har Sinai of Baltimore (founded in 1842) and 
Emanu-El of New York (founded in 1843) “remained substantially traditional in 
their ritual practice. Men and women were seated separately, heads were covered, 
and the Sabbath and dietary laws were ‘strictly observed.’”63 Writing in 1859, 
Chicago-based Reform Rabbi Bernard Felsenthal (1822–1908) asserted that “it 
would be irresponsible and reprehensible to advocate the total disregard of the 
dietary laws.”64 However, with only a few exceptions, culinary traditionalists 
were unable to hold the line in the antebellum Reform movement.65

The debate over the dietary laws in the early Reform movement in central 
Europe was more nuanced than the discussion in the United States but not 
particularly passionate. In 1833, Michael Creizenach (1789–1842), a teacher 
at Frankfurt’s liberal Jewish Philanthropin School, suggested that “the laws of 
Torah regarding forbidden foods and the laws regarding the separation of milk 
and meat be strictly observed, but that the rules relating to the slaughter and 
preparation of meat by non-Jews are abandoned.”66 A moderate Reform rabbi, 
Leopold Stein (1810–1843), who was appointed to a pulpit in the Frankfurt 
community in 1843, wrote in his guide for Jewish life, Torat Hakim, that only 
the Torah’s laws regarding forbidden foods and the “prohibition of the eating 
of blood” be observed and that “he who does not observe these encumbering 
[rabbinic] ordinances has not only not transgressed the holy law, but has con-
tributed in a conscientious and salutary manner to the restoration of the law 
in its purity, as well as to the possibility of living it in the present.”67 In 1847, 
Hungarian reformer Moses Bruck (1812–1849) argued that Reform Jews observe 
none of the “dietary regulations at all except that matzoth along with leavened 
bread would be eaten on Passover.”68 However, none of these positions proved 
compelling to the rank and file of the Reform movement. 

In 1846, the issue of kashrut was scheduled to be discussed in Breslau at the 
third of three major Reform rabbinic conferences. Collectively, these conferences 
significantly shaped the religious program of the German Reform movement. 
However, unlike many of the other issues debated, the question of kashrut 
failed to generate much controversy. Rabbi David Einhorn (1809–1879), who 
was later brought to the United States in 1855 to serve Har Sinai Congregation 
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in Baltimore, Maryland, had been a member of the committee at the 1846 
convention charged with making recommendations on how the dietary laws 
should be viewed by Reform Judaism. According to Reform historian Michael 
A. Meyer, the conference did not have time to take up the issue while in ses-
sion.69 Subsequently, according to British historian Harry Rabinowitz, Einhorn 
published the findings of the committee in his journal, Sinai, and argued that 
“dietary laws, with the exception of the prohibition to consume blood and 
animals that died an unnatural death, were directly related to the levitical laws 
of purity and priestly laws of sacrifice and were, therefore, of a mere temporary 
ceremonial character and not essentially religious or moral.”70 

If Wise was the principal builder of the Reform movement in America, 
its leading theologian and liturgist was the radical Einhorn. Born in Dispeck, 
Germany, Einhorn received a traditional yeshiva education before studying 
for his doctorate in the German university system. Radicalized both by his 
education and his conflicts with the Orthodox community, Einhorn developed 
a theological system he termed “Mosaism.” A Reform ideological purist, he 
believed in a spiritualized “mission of Israel” shed of its priestly and medieval 
trappings, including the observance of the dietary laws. He articulated his views 
in German to his American followers in Sinai and was the driving force behind 
the first conference of Reform rabbis in the United States, held in Philadelphia 
in November 1869.71

Although it is always risky to argue from silence, it seems the Philadelphia 
conference, convened fourteen years after Einhorn’s arrival in the United States, 
also, like the Breslau conference, did not take up the question of kashrut because 
the rabbis felt the issue had already been resolved, theoretically and practically, 
in favor of nonobservance.72 If so, a split had developed between the moderate 
reformers who organized the UAHC in 1873 and who, following the prevailing 
American Reform custom, still maintained something of kashrut and did not 
eat pork; and the East Coast radicals, like Einhorn and Samuel Hirsch, who 
called for the abrogation of the dietary laws. 

In his remarks of October 10, 1872, calling for the establishment of a union 
of American synagogues, Moritz Loth (1832–1913), a successful businessman, 
community activitist, prolific author of fictional works, and president of Wise’s 
Reform congregation Bene Jeshurun in Cincinnati, asserted that the dietary 
laws and shehitah “shall not be disregarded, but commended as preserving health 
and prolonging life.” Religious unity, Loth correctly understood, included a 
public and official commitment to kashrut, a commitment bolstered by medi-
cal and statistical proof.73 According to Marcus, when the UAHC met in New 
York City in 1879, almost a decade later, “to celebrate its marriage with the 
Board of Delegates of American Israelite” with a “great feast at Delmonicos,” 
the banquet was kosher.74
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So what happened? Why just a few years later did the moderate lay leader-
ship of the Reform movement, and perhaps even Wise himself, come to the 
conclusion that abstinence from pork alone constituted compliance with the 
dietary demands of the Jewish tradition? The answer is complex. American 
Jewish food folk customs, German Jewish affluence and class identification, 
general American banquet and culinary culture, and the ascent of “modern 
religion” in the 1870s and 1880s in the United States, which greatly bolstered 
and radicalized Reform Judaism nationally, all figure in the historical equation 
that resulted in the decision (or lack of a decision) to serve tref at the grand 
celebration at the Highland House in July 1883. 

Without question, the long-term general dietary pattern in a large sector 
of the American Jewish community was to refrain from eating pork and other 
swine products while ignoring other traditional restrictions. This “no-pork” 
position comfortably combined Jewish tradition, contemporary culture, and 
modern science. Furthermore, the immense popularity of seafood in the United 
States in the nineteenth century, a belief in its extranutritional benefits, and 
rationalizations about its food classification resulted in the broad rejection of 
levitical restrictions on seafood among American Jews. But there was still more 
to the story.

Rationalizing away the dietary restrictions of traditional Judaism was not 
only based on science, culture, and class but also on a specifically religious 
argument, first introduced by the radical German reformers but then broadened 
and popularized by Protestant religious modernists in the United States. In his 
landmark 1992 study, The Modernist Impulse in American Protestantism, Harvard 
professor William R. Hutchison suggests that 1883 was the highwater mark 
of a “New Theology” of religious modernism as represented in the writings of 
Washington Gladden, Henry Ward Beecher, Theodore Munger, Charles A. 
Briggs, and Newman Smyth. Thereafter, “the incidence of hostility to liberalism 
increased” and, within a short time, denominational- and seminary-based heresy 
trials created headlines across the United States that would last for years.75

The New Theology, according to Hutchison, “refused to recognize any 
fundamental antagonism between the kingdoms of faith and of natural law.” 76 
“The dominating theme of the New Theology,” Hutchison emphasizes repeat-
edly, is “God’s presence in the world and in human culture.”77 Smyth, one of 
the advocates of religious modernism, summed up his view in 1887 by stating 
that “the church is rapidly learning that many of the social and secular condi-
tions of the present time are providential arrangements in the use of which the 
kingdom of God can be advanced.”78 For Reform Jews in the 1880s, the New 
Theology of culture and their own movement’s belief in progressive revelation 
and the mediation of God’s will in contemporary culture dovetailed perfectly 
— or so they thought.
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In essence, Freiberg, Loth, and Wise were embedded in a kind of cultural 
and religious cocoon in Cincinnati. Given the culinary culture of the country, 
the ascent of religious liberalism, and the pervasiveness of tref in uptown 
American Jewish homes and social clubs, it is not altogether inexplicable why 
they allowed, or even ordered, Lindeman to serve clam, crab, and shrimp to 
their guests at the Highland House on July 11, 1883. They were unable to see 
the complete landscape of American Jewish life and, even more significantly, 
wrongly assumed that they were the engine pulling the train of American 
Judaism. Their faulty thinking was to have repercussions for years to come. 

Denominational Consequences of the Highland House Affair
Reflecting in his memoirs about the Highland House Affair, the aging 

Philipson was correct in linking the Trefa Banquet to the founding of the first 
JTS in December 1886 and the subsequent denominational developments in 
both the Orthodox and Conservative streams in American Judaism. For two 
years after the Trefa Banquet, the debate over the culinary offense and its 
ideological underpinnings continued to rage until a group of Reform rabbis 
under the leadership of Kaufman Kohler (1843–1926), Einhorn’s son-in-law 
and one of the banquet’s speakers, promulgated the 1885 “Pittsburgh Platform.” 
The codification of radical Reform, including, as will be shown, the complete 
rejection of the dietary laws, convinced a coalition of traditionalists under the 
leadership of Sabato Morias (1823–1897), hazzan of Mikveh Israel Congregation 
in Philadelphia, to found a rabbinic seminary parallel to HUC for “the preserva-
tion in America of the knowledge and practice of historical Judaism.”79

Founded in 1886, the JTS, with Morais serving as its first president, was 
thoroughly Orthodox in its intent and practice, even though it modeled its 
name after the Conservative Juedisch-Theologisches Seminar in Breslau, Germany. 
Morias himself talked of an “Orthodox Seminary,” as did one of its earliest 
Hebrew and Bible instructors, Bernard Drachman (1861–1945), who later helped 
shape Modern Orthodoxy and served as president of the Union of Orthodox 
Jewish Congregations from 1908 to 1920. 

Kashrut was one of a cluster of interrelated issues that first caused a broad 
coalition of American Jewish traditionalists to withdraw from the Reform move-
ment. Subsequently, questions of kosher supervision also played a role in the 
further subdivision of the traditionalists into Conservative, Modern Orthodox, 
and fervently Orthodox camps. Newly arrived east European rabbis generally 
questioned the hashgaha (rabbinic kosher supervision) of the American Jewish 
communal institutions, especially the hospitals and orphanages that preceded 
their arrival in the United States, and determined to set up their own social 
service operations.80

As early as 1879, four years before the Trefa Banquet, Congregation Beth 
Midrash Hagadol “endorsed a movement to unite the religious Jewry of New 
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York under a chief rabbi” with responsibilities to supervise and regulate the 
city’s growing kosher food trade.81 In June 1887, several congregations formed 
the Association of American Orthodox Hebrew Congregations to recruit a 
chief rabbi for New York whose responsibilities would include the supervision 
of the shohetim (ritual slaughterers).82 “So great is the scandal in this great holy 
city,” Rabbi Moses Weinberger wrote that year in his Hebrew language book, 
Jews and Judaism in New York, “that thousands of honest families who fear and 
tremble at the thought of their straying into one tiny prohibition or sin never  
realize or suspect that they are eating all sorts of unkosher meat, carcasses 
trodden underfoot.”83

On July 7, 1888, a rabbi from Vilna, Jacob Joseph (1848–1902), arrived in 
New York to become the chief rabbi of the city’s growing Orthodox population. 
Known as a good public speaker and Zionist, Joseph attempted to impose a 
kosher meat tax and immediately became embroiled in controversy with nearly 
every sector of “downtown” Jewry. Debilitated by illness, Rabbi Joseph survived 
as an invalid from 1895 to 1902.84 A subsequent attempt by the organized 
Jewish community, Kehillah (1908–1922), to regulate kosher meat also ended 
in failure.85 

Ironically, Cincinnati, though smaller in every respect than New York, was 
destined to become a major center of the kosher food industry in the United 
States. Just three years after the Trefa Banquet took place, Isaac Oscherwitz, a 
recently arrived German Jewish immigrant, established a kosher meat business 
in Cincinnati under the family name that quickly emerged as one of the leading 
suppliers of kosher meat in the United States.86 That same year, 1886, Rabbi 
Dov Behr Manischewitz also arrived in Cincinnati and two years later founded 
his matzah and kosher food supply company, which not only revolutionized 
the production of matzah but also played a significant role in Jewish philan-
thropy, the yeshiva world, and American tax law.87 By the end of the 1880s, 
the Oscherwitz and Manischewitz companies were operating successfully, in 
sharp contrast to the chaos of New York’s kosher food industry. At the same 
time, the increasingly radical Reform movement continued to move away from 
the dietary law observance after the heat of the Highland House Affair had 
simmered down in the larger American Jewish community. 

Reform Judaism and Kashrut Since 1885
The controversy following the Trefa Banquet, its denominational conse-

quences, and the deepening problems in the U.S. kosher food industry in the 
1880s probably neither slowed nor accelerated the pace of radicalization within 
the Reform movement. On October 28, 1883, two members of HUC’s first 
ordination class, Rabbi Joseph Krauskopf and Rabbi Henry Berkowitz, married 
their wives in a double ceremony in Coshocton, Ohio. A “no-pork” dinner was 
served, including fried and scalloped oysters, lobster salad, and cold buffalo 
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tongue, to mention but a few of the many courses provided.88 The following 
year, the Trefa Banquet’s caterer, Gustave Lindeman, was contracted to cater a 
banquet for a Jewish fraternal order in Cincinnati and, again, oysters were served 
as an appetizer. Even an 1891 cookbook published by the Bloch Publishing and 
Printing Company of Cincinnati, complete with a six-pointed Star of David on 
the title page, includes numerous recipes for oysters and soft-shell crabs.89

Within two years of the Trefa Banquet, Kohler, who had succeeded his 
father-in-law, David Einhorn, at New York’s Beth El Congregation in 1879, 
convened a group of rabbis in Pittsburgh to craft an authoritative platform 
for Reform Judaism in America. It was at this convention that the rabbis 
rejected even the “no-pork” minhag (custom). Kohler had been a student of 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, the architect of Modern Orthodox Judaism 
in Germany. While studying for his doctorate at the University of Erlangen, 
Kohler left Orthodoxy and embraced a radical philosophy of Reform Judaism. 
In 1885, in the wake of the Trefa Banquet, he gave a series of lectures defending 
Reform against attacks from one of New York’s leading conservative rabbis, 
Alexander Kohut, who in the heat of the exchange had declared that “Reform is 
a Deformity.”90 From his exchanges with Kohut, Kohler concluded the time had 
arrived for a platform to be promulgated for the Reform movement in America. 
He even recruited Wise to serve as the head of the ad hoc conference. 

Interestingly, the text of the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885 is less a defense 
of Reform against attacks from traditional Judaism as it is an apologium for 
Reform Judaism against criticisms leveled by Felix Adler and the Ethical Culture 
movement. Although a radical document from the perspective of “historical 
Judaism,” the Pittsburgh Platform also represents a midpoint between traditional 
Jewish theism and ethnicity on the one hand and Adler’s deracinated secular 
ethicism on the other. Sharply attacked from outside the movement from the 
left and the right, the Pittsburgh Platform quickly became both the ideological 
standard as well as a textual symbol of Reform Judaism in America.91 

Animated by a rational, optimistic faith, the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885 
was clearly a Judaic parallel to the New Theology of the Protestant modernists. 
As such, it viewed culture — at least the part of contemporary culture it favored 
— as providential. Apparently, that culture had no place in it for traditional 
Jewish dietary practices and, in the fourth plank of the platform, the last vestige 
of kashrut was officially abrogated by the assembled rabbis:

We hold that all such Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly 
purity and dress originated in ages and under the influence of ideas altogether 
foreign to our present mental and spiritual state. They fail to impress the 
modern Jew with a spirit of priestly holiness; their observance in our days is 
apt rather to obstruct than to further modern spiritual elevation.92 
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By stating that “all such Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet,” Kohler 
and his supporters had effectively pushed the Reform movement beyond its 
“moderate” no-pork position and into a borderless gastronomic antinomianism. 
Reform culinary culture now had no limits. Synagogue banquets and Sisterhood 
cookbooks alike were soon to include not only seafood but pork dishes as well. 
Viewed historically, the Reform movement had institutionalized a truly radical 
vision of Judaism. 

The situation was particularly pronounced in — although not limited to 
— the South. For example, Steven Hertzberg reports that in Atlanta, Georgia, 
“by the midnineties, forbidden foods like ham, game, and shellfish were 
unabashedly consumed in public. Oyster pâté à la Baltimore was served to 
Rabbi Reich and the leading members of the Temple at the Concordia Hall 
dedication banquet in 1893, and two years later delegates to the regional B’nai 
B’rith convention in Atlanta dined on fresh lobster washed down with ‘Palestine 
Punch.’’’93 As late as 1935, at the Triennial Conference of the National Council 
of Jewish Women in New Orleans, the entrées for the Sabbath dinner were 
“Baked ham aux légumes or Swiss and Bacon.”94

Approximately half a century later, the Pittsburgh Platform was superseded 
by the 1937 Columbus Platform and that by the 1987 San Francisco Bicentennial 
Statement. While both of these documents included significant, even monu-
mental, changes in the ideology and practice of American Reform Judaism, 
the movement’s official views of kashrut have remained virtually unchanged 
for nearly a hundred years. As late as 1979, the Responsa Committee of the 
CCAR retrospectively concluded that “although dietary laws were discussed 
at length during the last century and early in this century, they ceased to be a 
matter of primary concern for Reform Jews. This is also clearly indicated by the 
lack of questions regarding dietary laws addressed to the Responsa Committee 
through the decades.”95 

However, other forces were already at work within American Reform 
Judaism, and by the end of the twentieth century, the Reform movement, led 
by neotraditionalist members of the CCAR, began to rethink its official view 
of the dietary laws.96 In 1979, the same year the Responsa Committee essen-
tially reaffirmed Kohler’s understanding of Reform Judaism, another CCAR 
publication, Gates of Mitzvah, declared that “the range of options available to 
the Reform Jew is from full observance of the biblical and rabbinic regulations 
to total non-observance.” This new and emerging viewpoint suggested that 
“Reform Judaism does not take an ‘all or nothing’ approach.”97 In 1999, a second 
Pittsburgh Platform directly countered Kohler’s original Pittsburgh Platform 
and maintained that some of the commandments not historically observed by 
Reform Jews “demand renewed attention as the result of the unique context 
of our own times.”98 
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Defining “the unique context of our times” now becomes the task of the 
contemporary Reform movement both in terms of its foundational ideas as 
well as in determining the mandated religious practices of Reform Judaism. 
The issue of kashrut has become particularly complex for contemporary Reform 
Judaism; it involves not only the issue of defining mitzvah in a Reform context 
but also answering questions about hashgaha and the ethics of food production 
and consumption. Today, as in the past, the Reform movement continues to 
negotiate the many tensions and relationships that exist between tradition and 
innovation, religious resistance and cultural adaptation, as well as the internal 
needs of the Reform community versus the place of Reform Judaism in the 
pan-historical faith and global people called Israel. In the deepest sense of the 
terms, the Reform movement needs to decide yet again what it believes to be 
kosher (fit) and what it deems to be tref (unfit).

Rabbi Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D., is a member of the Executive and Advisory Board  
of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives and is senior rabbi 
of Reform congregation Keneseth Israel, Elkins Park, Pennsylvania.
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A R T I C L E

Anshe Sfard: The Creation of the  
First Hasidic Congregations in North America1

Ira Robinson

The documents do not speak unless 
someone asks them to verify, that is, to  
make true, some hypothesis.
– Antoine Prost2

I. The “Absence” of Prewar North American Hasidism
Hasidim are very much a presence in the large urban communities of 

North American Jewry today. Numerous scholarly studies, mostly sociological 
and anthropological in nature, examine the Hasidic phenomenon in North 
America.3 Most of these studies, however, pay scant attention to Hasidism in 
North America prior to World War II, when a number of Hasidic spiritual lead-
ers of the first rank, such as Rabbi Joseph Isaac Schneersohn, the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe, arrived as refugees from Europe.4 Hasidic life in North America prior 
to 1940 is still very much a terra incognita.5 We need to ask ourselves, “Why is 
this?” It is well understood that the great eastern European Jewish migration 
to North America, among other places, came from all areas of eastern Europe, 
including those in which Hasidism was the dominant Judaic religious expression. 
While it is clear that some Jewish emigrants from Hasidic-dominated areas had 
decisively broken with the Hasidic tradition while still in Europe and others 
did so after their emigration, there still remained large numbers who retained 
an attachment to traditional Yiddishkeit as understood and practiced in their 
hometowns. Logically, this would mean that Jews from Hasidic backgrounds 
would seek to found synagogues in North America in which their Jewish experi-
ences in Europe would resonate. Yet the scholarly consensus seems to be that 
the Hasidic emigrants were less successful at doing so than their non-Hasidic 
contemporaries. Thus, Lloyd Gartner stated, “Hasidim emigrated to the U.S. 
within the great migration of 1880–1925, where they generally formed part of 
the larger body of pious immigrant Jews, while frequently forming shtiblekh of 
their own. They seem to have been less successful than non-Hasidic immigrant 
Jews in transmitting their style of religious life to the next generation, because 
apart from their zaddikim, who had remained in Europe, they apparently felt 
a fatalistic impotence to perpetuate the Judaism they knew.”6

This article will be, in essence, an inquiry into the validity of Gartner’s 
surmise. In the last few decades, the study of eastern European immigrant 
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Orthodox Judaism in North America has significantly progressed, with much of 
the attention going to studies on the immigrant Orthodox rabbinate.7 However, 
this scholarship has not yet paid sufficient attention to the special circumstances 
of the Hasidic stream of immigration. The general scholarly understanding is 
that the thousands of congregations founded by Jews of the immigrant genera-
tion were overwhelmingly Orthodox in nature and that immigrant Orthodoxy 
was largely transient in nature, often not sustained much beyond the immigrant 
generation. This consensus will not be challenged here. However, this article 
will take a closer look at the Hasidic phenomenon in North America in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Before we can begin doing so, however, we must pay some attention to 
why pre-World War II Hasidic immigration to North America made such little 
impression on the scholars studying North American Jewry in that era. One of 
the reasons may, perhaps, stem from the fact that until recently, Hasidim, with 
the partial exception of Chabad,8 tended not to record their history,9 whereas 
those Jews who had consciously broken with Jewish Orthodoxy often under-
stood the historical nature of their endeavors and recorded them in memoirs 
and narratives.10 

Many of the Jews who had consciously broken with their Judaic past also 
understood themselves to be engaged in a struggle with Orthodoxy in general, 
and with Hasidism in particular, for the very definition of what Yiddishkeit 
would mean to the next generation. Thus, in Europe, leading figures of secular 
Yiddishism, such as Yehuda Leib Peretz, tried to portray their own version of 
“Hasidism,”11 and still others, such as Mendele Mokher Sforim, desired to excise 
Hasidism from the landscape of the eastern European shtetl. In the words 
of critic Dan Miron, “[Mendele’s] novels have almost nothing to say about 
Hasidism and the Hasidic way of life, in spite of the fact that the Ukrainian shtetl 
society upon which the writer focused was largely dominated by Hasidism.”12 
Furthermore, Hasidism as a movement found itself the target of the extreme 
opprobrium of numerous nineteenth- and early twentieth century critics, both 
Jewish and non-Jewish, for whom Hasidism symbolized all that was wrong with 
eastern European Judaism.13 The young historian Simon Dubnow summed 
up the turn of the twentieth century scholarly view of the movement when he 
wrote in the Jewish Encyclopedia:

Hasidism is so deeply grounded in Russo-Polish Judaism that it has proved 
impossible to uproot it. It still has its hundreds of thousands of adherents; 
and, although its development has been temporarily arrested, its vitality can 
not be doubted. Started as a counterpoise to rabbinical and ritual formalism, 
it still satisfies the religious requirements of the uneducated masses. In the 
last two decades of the nineteenth century, owing to a general social reaction 
in the life of the Russian Jews, a measure of revival was noticed in Hasidic 
circles… Though not producing at present any prominent personalities in 
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literature or in communal life, Hasidism nourishes itself by its stored-up 
reserves of spiritual power. In the eighteenth century it was a great creative 
force which brought into stagnant rabbinical Judaism a fervent stream of 
religious enthusiasm. Under the influence of Hasidism the Russo-Polish Jew 
became brighter at heart but darker in intellect. In the nineteenth century, in 
its contact with European culture, it was more reactionary than rabbinism. 
The period of stagnation which it has lately passed through must, however, 
result in its gradual decay.14

It is worth noting several items in Dubnow’s description, which tellingly 
reflected and informed both the scholarly and the popular opinion of Hasidism 
in the era we are examining: (1) its followers are the “uneducated masses,”15 (2) it 
is described intellectually as “dark” and “reactionary,” (3) in its present “period 
of stagnation,” it is sustained by “its stored-up reserves of spiritual power,” but 
it is fated to gradually decay.

Given this evaluation, it is no surprise at all that both European and North 
American observers expressed horror at the thought that Hasidism might actu-
ally come to America. Thus, when, in 1873, news arrived in Europe that a group 
of Hasidim had founded a synagogue in Chicago, the Israelitische Wochenschrift 
of Magdeburg carried the following:

A Polish synagogue is to be inaugurated. The detailed description lets [us] 
know that we have to do with a group of Hasidim. It is to be regretted that 
such scenes should be taking place in America.16

In North America itself, another Hasidic congregation, founded in Montreal 
in 1884, elicited negative comment from an observer who expressed the fear 
that “the malignant leprosy of Hasidut will spread on the soil of this land.”17 
The traditionalist-oriented The American Hebrew, in response to a letter to  
the editor defending the conduct of a Hasidic rabbi in New York in 1893, 
stated editorially,

“We should all exert the fullest influence possible to discountenance the 
transplanting of this system to this country.”18

II. Methodological Considerations
As we can see from this reaction, there were eastern European Jews in 

North America from the very beginnings of the mass migration who founded 
congregations that contemporary Jews understood as “Hasidic.” But what does 
“Hasidic” actually mean in this context? One important factor to take into con-
sideration is that the Hasidic spiritual leadership, particularly at the beginning 
of the migration, tended not to emigrate. Second, this leadership also tended to 
discourage its followers from emigration because they had grave doubts about 
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the viability of Jewish life in the New World (though this pessimism held true 
no less for the Mitnagdim than for the Hasidim).19 Thus, for these Hasidic 
leaders, no less than for the detractors of Hasidism, North American Hasidic 
life had no “right” to exist. 

Hasidism has indeed been classically defined as a leadership-centered move-
ment. Was the Hasidic rank and file, however, merely an inert mass, taking its 
entire direction from its spiritual leadership? Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern, in a 
recent article, has demonstrated the importance of understanding Hasidism 
from the perspective of the ordinary Hasidim, who often lived at a considerable 
distance from their leadership.20 If we look primarily at the Hasidic congrega-
tions in North America and compare them to Hasidic institutions in Europe 
established at a distance from the Rebbe’s court, we will perhaps arrive at a 
more balanced view of North American Hasidic life.21

What is our evidence for Hasidic life in North America during the mass 
migration era? It consists largely of the congregations that the immigrants 
founded and of the rabbis who attempted to provide spiritual leadership for 
the emigrants. Both of these areas need to be examined with great care. With 
respect to the synagogues, particularly, some scholars have almost reflexively 
referred to them as “copies” of the synagogues the immigrants experienced in 
their home communities.22 A typical expression of this idea is where the worship 
in these synagogues has been described as “the meticulous preservation of the 
traditional Orthodox service.”23 More recent scholarship, however, recognizes 
that there were important differences between the two.24 It can be readily 
conceded that the immigrants indeed attempted to “copy” the worship of their 
hometowns, as long as it is understood that these “copies” were recognizably 
different from the originals, if only because, as Moses Rischin points out, the 
synagogues that were created in New York’s immigrant Jewish district often 
functioned as “many sided landsmanschafts, uniting the features of the Old 
World burial, study, and visitors-of-the-sick societies.”25

When we examine these immigrant Hasidic congregations, we find two 
important factors worthy of our attention. The first is liturgy. One of the 
primary distinguishing factors of the Hasidic movement, from its eighteenth 
century origins, was its adoption of Nusah Sfard, a distinctive liturgy derived 
from, but not identical to, that of the Sephardic Jews.26 But whereas in eastern 
Europe, Hasidic congregations were most often identified by the name of the 
movement or its spiritual leader, so that one referred to the “Gerrer Shtibl” of 
Warsaw, in North America Hasidic synagogues often found it necessary to 
identify themselves with the designation Anshe Sfard [Men of the Sfard liturgy].  
Sfard in a number of variant spellings is present in a large proportion of congre-
gational names. Sometimes it is alone, as in Anshe Sfard, while at other times  
it is combined with another title, such as Agudath Achim Anshe Sfard. That Anshe 
Sfard occurred in the names of many North American Hasidic congregations, 
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but not European congregations, lets us know that, in North America, a “code 
word” was often thought to be necessary. 

With respect to the spiritual leadership of the congregations, it is reasonably 
clear that the majority of the pioneer eastern European immigrant Orthodox 
rabbis in North America were Lithuanian and hence non-Hasidic.27 With 
some exceptions, such as Toronto,28 rabbis from heavily Hasidic areas, such as 
Congress Poland, the Ukraine, and Galicia, came to North America relatively 
later. They often found difficulty in establishing themselves, particularly in the 
kosher meat industry, which alone afforded the earlier, non-Hasidic immigrant 
rabbis the opportunity to earn a decent living. In certain cases, the endemic 
rabbinical disputes encountered in city after city in this era in North America 
can be plotted according to Hasidic-Mitnagdic fault lines.29

A final methodological note is that any survey of North American Jewish 
life must include data both from New York, the largest and culturally most 
important North American Jewish community then and now, and what New 
Yorkers often call “out of town”: the rest of North America.

III. Hasidic Synagogues
The researcher attempting to get a handle on the synagogues of New York 

in the prewar era must possess three important lists of congregations. The first 
was published in the American Jewish Year Book, Volume 2 (1900–1901), which 
lists community organizations, including synagogues, throughout the United 
States.30 The second is the listing of congregations in the Jewish Community 
Register published by the New York Kehilla in 1918.31 The third is a 1939 
Works Progress Administration (WPA) survey of New York’s Jewish houses 
of worship.32

For the synagogues surveyed, we generally possess the names, locations, 
dates of foundation, and other significant information. This allows us to attempt 
some preliminary generalizations about Hasidic/Anshe Sfard congregations in 
the five boroughs from the beginning of the twentieth century to the outbreak 
of World War II, understanding full well that the surveys cited were likely not 
complete and contain some errors.

What becomes immediately clear is that evidence of Anshe Sfard congre-
gations is relatively small at the turn of the twentieth century and becomes 
considerably larger in subsequent decades. Thus, in the American Jewish Year 
Book survey, only three New York synagogues used Sfard in their names.33 This 
may indicate that immigration of Hasidic-oriented Jews tended to be later in 
the wave of immigration and that, therefore, fewer congregations were founded 
before the early twentieth century. It may also indicate the marginality of many 
of the Sfard synagogues at the turn of the century, which allowed them to be 
overlooked by the survey.
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The New York Kehilla survey, nearly two decades later, reveals a signifi-
cantly better showing. Of the 784 congregations listed, thirty-four, or nearly  
5 percent, have Sfard as part of their names, six have Nusach Ari, and another 
twenty-two advertise themselves as “Hasidic” in their names.34

In the WPA survey, some two decades later, the first thing to note is that 
fully 113 synagogues in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx35 had Sfard as 
part of their name, while another sixteen advertised themselves as Nusah Ari.36 
This is a significant portion of the total number of 2,033 synagogues listed, 
slightly higher in percentage than the Kehilla survey. It is also clear that not every 
synagogue that prayed with a Hasidic liturgy felt the need to advertise Nusah 
Sfard in its name. For many, it was likely sufficient to advertise themselves by 
the name of a town in which Hasidic worship predominated to give potential 
worshippers the right idea.

Beyond the number of clearly Nusah Sfard congregations, it is important to 
note the smaller number of synagogues on the Kehilla and the WPA lists that 
clearly indicate their adherence to a particular Hasidic court. In this respect, they 
could be considered similar to the European Hasidic synagogues that functioned 
at a distance from the movement’s center. Hasidic groups represented in 1930s 
New York included Karlin, Ger, Viznitz, Stolin, and Chabad. It is noteworthy 
that these synagogues, and others named from prominent Hasidic leaders such 
as Rabbi Hayyim Halberstam of Sanz, were not founded late in the immigration 
period. On the contrary, the synagogue of the Karlin Hasidim was founded on 
the Lower East Side as early as 1879 and apparently spawned a Karlin syna-
gogue in Brooklyn, founded in 1912. Similarly, the Stolin Hasidim founded 
their synagogue in Manhattan in 1897, and a Stoliner synagogue opened in 
Brooklyn in 1924. The WPA survey thus indicates that, besides the Anshe Sfard 
synagogues, there were at least sixteen other synagogues whose names definitely 
indicate their Hasidic nature: eight in Manhattan, six in Brooklyn, and two in 
the Bronx. These synagogues, and others whose names do not allow such a close 
identification, presumably maintained close relations with European spiritual 
leaders through personal visits, letters, and telegrams.37

Any survey of Jewish communities outside New York City will find Anshe 
Sfard synagogues to be nearly ubiquitous. A general pattern, repeated in many 
communities, is that the first eastern European congregation to be founded is 
non-Hasidic, and then, as soon as the demographic growth of the immigrant 
Jewish community allowed, a Sfard congregation was founded. Thus, among 
larger communities in Philadelphia, the first eastern European congregation, 
B’nai Avraham, was founded in October 1882 and B’nai Jacob Anshe Sfard in 
1883.38 Toronto’s Mitnagdic Goel Tzedek was followed in 1887 by the “Russian” 
[Ukrainian] and Galician Chevra Tehilim.39 In Boston in the 1910s, two 
separate congregations were known simply as Anshe Sfard, and in the 1920s, 
there were three separate congregations with different addresses and no other 
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name.40 In smaller communities such as Louisville, Kentucky, “A secession from 
Beth Israel of some Russian members in 1881 led to the establishment of the 
B’nai Jacob congregation… . The old B’rith Sholom synagogue, on First Street, 
near Walnut Street, has been acquired by the Anshei Sfard, most of whom are 
South-Russians, worshiping after the ritual of the Hasidim.”41

It was clearly understood that the Anshe Sfard congregation was “worshiping 
after the ritual of the Hasidim.”

IV. Hasidic Spiritual Leadership
As we have already indicated, however, “worshiping after the ritual of the 

Hasidim” constitutes only part of the Hasidic experience. The rest of the Hasidic 
experience depended greatly on the quantity and the quality of the spiritual 
leadership available. The consensus among contemporary observers of the North 
American Hasidic scene is that World War I marks something of a watershed. 
Prior to the war, there was little authentic Hasidic leadership in North America 
and certainly no Hasidic rabbis of the first rank. The relatively few Hasidic 
rabbis who did come to North America in the pre-World War I era were men 
with a claim to distinguished Hasidic descent (einiklekh) or nonestablished 
Hasidic leaders (shtikl rebbes) who had tried and failed to achieve satisfactory 
rabbinical positions in Europe.42 In this situation, many Anshe Sfard congrega-
tions would not possess adequate Hasidic spiritual leadership. Such a situation 
may be reflected by one of these pioneer Hasidic rabbis, Yudel Rosenberg, who 
emigrated from Poland to Toronto in 1913. In the introduction to his book, 
ha-Keriah ha-Kedosha, which dealt with the laws relevant to public Torah reading 
in the synagogues, Rosenberg states that he wrote the book for congregations 
with no rabbis capable of interpreting the relevant laws.43

It is interesting to note in this connection that, in terms of rabbinical 
leadership, it should not be thought that the phenomenon of einiklekh leader-
ship was unique to Hasidic life in North America. Until World War I, Hasidic 
rabbis generally resided in small towns, not in large cities like Warsaw, which 
had large Hasidic populations. Only rabbis of smaller reputation lived in large 
cities on a permanent basis.44

World War I and its aftermath, which brought unprecedented death and 
destruction to the Jews of eastern Europe that was overshadowed only by the 
immensity of the Holocaust, seems to have changed the minds of at least a portion 
of the Hasidic leadership with respect to urban living as well as emigration. Many 
Hasidic spiritual leaders had been displaced by the raging battles of the war to 
large cities, such as Warsaw and Vienna. It is significant that the story of the emi-
gration to the United States of Rabbi Mordecai Shlomo Friedman, the Boyaner 
Rebbe, involved a wartime-induced stay in Vienna, as well as the encouragement 
of the Tchortkover Rebbe, who told Rabbi Friedman that in going to America, 
he would be able to accomplish something for Yiddishkeit.45
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There is something of a consensus among early twentieth century observ-
ers of the Hasidic scene in North America that 1917 constituted a watershed 
year for American Hasidic life. Thus, the New York Times obituary of the 
prominent Brooklyn Hasidic rabbi, Vigdor Regenbogen, noted that, circa 
1900 when Regenbogen came to New York, “there were very few Chasidim in 
America,” whereas “since 1917 many Chasidic centres had sprung up here with 
the exodus from wartime eastern Europe.” 46 Similarly, Sh. Erdberg, writing  
in 1927, understood that the “pioneer” gute yidn in America had arrived a 
decade previously.47

Beyond the ravages of World War I, the anti-Jewish pogroms in the Ukraine 
and the harsh repression of Judaism by the Soviet Union also helped induce a 
number of Hasidic rabbis to immigrate to North America.48 Thus, Hasidic Rabbi 
Oshea Rabinowitz, in his first book published after his arrival in America, stated, 
“This my composition is dedicated… with thanks to God who brought me, my 
children, and my childrens’ children from the vale of tears, from the field of 
slaughter, the land of Ukraine which is in Russia, the sinful country.”49

Indeed, by the 1920s, a journalist writing in New York’s Jewish Day could 
state that not a block in New York City does not contain a sign advertising the 
presence of a Hasidic rabbi, whether “true” (e.g., with the right family connec-
tions) or “false.”50 The ubiquity of Hasidic rabbis in New York is further attested 
in a 1944 article of Isaac Bashevis Singer in the Forward. As Singer stated, “Now 
New York is full of Rebbes, Rebbes’ sons, grandsons. They conduct tishn in the 
[Lower] East Side, in Williamsburg, and in all areas of Brooklyn. They advertise 
in the Morgn Zhurnal.51 The phenomenon of Hasidic rabbis coming to America 
to settle also inspired the satirical play The Hasidic Rabbi, performed by the 
Maurice Schwartz Troupe in 1928. The premise of the play was the incongruity 
of Hasidic rabbis in New York: “as grotesque an anachronism as a caravan of 
camels in a city of subways and motor cars.”52

The number of Hasidic spiritual leaders who immigrated to North America 
in this era will probably never be known with great exactitude, especially since 
one observer’s rabbi may be another’s charlatan. However, it is possible to get 
some idea of the magnitude of this immigration by looking at the biographies in 
Tzvi Rabinowicz’s Encyclopedia of Hasidism. In it, some forty-seven Hasidic rab-
bis are listed as having immigrated to North America in the period 1893–1934. 
All but two of them are said to have arrived after 1920. Not surprisingly, most 
of them wound up in New York (twelve in Manhattan, ten in Brooklyn, and 
four in the Bronx). Other cities include Chicago (five), Philadelphia (four), 
Boston (three), Detroit (two), St. Louis (two), Montreal, Toronto, Cleveland, 
Pittsburgh, and Milwaukee (one each).53

Perhaps the best illustration of the immigration of Hasidic rabbis to North 
America in this period is the story of the Twersky family, descended from the 
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well-known Ukrainian Hasidic leader, Rabbi Mordecai of Chernobyl.54 No 
less than six Twersky cousins came to America between 1913 and 1938. The 
first to come was Rabbi David Mordecai Twersky, who settled in New York 
in 1913, but also visited Hasidic congregations in other major communities, 
such as Philadelphia.55 

His house, located at 9 Attorney Street, included a synagogue, Kehal 
Hasidim, that advertised itself as having “hundreds of members, all of them 
[God-]fearing and perfect, for only Sabbath-observant and proper Jews are 
accepted as members.” The Talner Rebbe further announced that he received 
visitors from 10:00 A.M. to 1:00 P.M., and from 5:00 P.M. to 10:00 P.M.56 His 
younger brother, Rabbi Moshe Zvi, came to New York in 1922 and shortly 
thereafter moved to Philadelphia at the behest of a group of Hasidim, presum-
ably those who had been visited by Rabbi David Mordecai.57 A third brother, 
Rabbi Meshullam Zusia, came to Boston in 1927. A cousin, Rabbi Hanokh 
Henikh Twersky, arrived in Chicago in 1924, and Rabbi Jacob Isaac, who came 
originally to Chicago in 1926, moved to Milwaukee in 1927 to become Rabbi 
of Congregation Anshe Sfard there.58 Rabbi Jacob Israel Twersky came to the 
United States in 1938, settling in Brooklyn. In 1934, Rabbi David Mordecai’s 
son, Rabbi Yohanan, added to the network of Twerskys in North America by 
moving to Montreal, where he presided over a Talner bet ha-midrash.

The Twerskys may have constituted the largest family group of Hasidic 
rabbis to settle in North America in this period, but they were far from alone. 
There were enough to necessitate the creation of an organization, the Agudas 
ha-Admorim of the United States and Canada. Too little is known about this 
organization, which was apparently founded in 1924 and led by Rabbis Oshea 
Rabinowitz and Yehuda Aryeh Perlow, the Novominsker Rebbe, who had arrived 
in America in 1922.59 Its very name, however, evokes that of the organization 
of eastern European Orthodox rabbis, the Agudas ha-Rabbonim of the United 
States and Canada, founded in 1902.60 It is reasonable to assume that just as the 
Agudas ha-Rabbonim was founded in order to separate those North American 
rabbis who had “proper” rabbinic preparation from those who did not, so the 
Agudas ha-Admorim was an attempt to separate “valid” from “false” claim-
ants to Hasidic spiritual leadership. It seems also reasonable to assume that 
the Agudas ha-Admorim was founded at least partially as a counterweight to 
the power of the Agudas ha-Rabbonim, which was dominated by non-Hasidic 
Lithuanian rabbis.

It is not possible in this article to detail the stories of all, or even of most, 
of the Hasidic rabbis who came to North America in the interwar period. I 
would, however, like to go into some detail concerning the Hasidic rabbis who 
settled in Philadelphia. The first to come was Rabbi Moshe Lipschitz, who was 
born in Galicia. He arrived in Philadelphia in 1911 after a short sojourn in St. 
Louis. He was known to some as the “Philadelphier Rebbe” and to others as the 



62 • American Jewish Archives Journal

“Sechter Zaddik,” after his residence on South Sixth Street.61 The next to arrive, 
already mentioned, was Rabbi Moshe Zvi Twersky, the Talner Rebbe. The third 
was Rabbi Jacob Rabinowitz, the Monstricher Rebbe.62 He came to America 
in 1924 at the age of 23 along with his father, Rabbi Osheah Rabinowitz, who 
settled in Brooklyn, became popularly known as the “Brownsviller Rebbe,” and 
served as president of the Agudas ha-Admorim.63

The presence of these three rebbes in Philadelphia, each with his own 
synagogue and following and each with connections to other Hasidic leaders 
both in North America and in Europe, indicate that by the 1920s, a Hasidic 
immigrant community of some substance had been created not merely in New 
York, but also in many of the larger immigrant communities in North America. 
The fact that many of these leaders, such as the Philadelphier, the Brownsviller, 
and the Bostoner, were publicly identified with their North American place of 
residence rather than their European places of origin seems to indicate as well 
that there was a process of Americanization taking place, even among those who 
must be considered to have been most resistant to “America” and all it stood 
for. Thus, many of these Hasidic rabbis acquired a command of the English 
language. Some, like the Boyaner Rebbe, did so through a daily reading of the 
New York Times.64 Others had to deal with seemingly non-Hasidic events such 
as Fourth of July picnics and ladies’ auxiliary gatherings.65

The evidence that has been presented here, while far from comprehensive, 
is, arguably I think, sufficient for us to understand that we are dealing with 
a reasonably widespread phenomenon of pre-World War II Hasidic life in 
North America. This understanding adds to our ability to nuance the complex 
phenomenon of Jewish immigration to North America in two ways. First, it 
enriches our understanding of the religious life of the immigrants by factoring 
in Hasidism, which has not been given its full due. Second, and perhaps most 
important, it allows us an opportunity to examine the ways in which scholarship 
on the period of mass eastern European Jewish immigration to North America 
all too often did not see what it was not prepared to see.

Ira Robinson is Professor of Judaic Studies in the Department of Religion, Concordia 
University, Montreal, Canada.
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A Century of Medals, and Still Counting: 
Anniversaries of the Jews in America
Ira Rezak

One aspect of the anniversary celebrations of American Jewry (in 1904–05, 
1954–55, and 2004–05) was the production of commemorative medallions. 
An examination of their content, of what is known about the artists who 
designed them, and of the circumstances in which they were commissioned 
provides a window into the process whereby American Jewry reflected upon 
both the antiquity of their settlement and the significance of their dual identity 
as Americans and Jews.

The idea of celebrating round-numbered anniversaries originated in 
antiquity — the Romans, for example, put “X” or “XX” on coins, denoting 
the number of years their magistrates or emperors had been in office; the theo-
retical one-thousandth anniversary of the Roman state was commemorated in 
the fourth century C.E. However, apart from the millennium of the year 1000, 
the idea of doing this sort of arithmetical-historical calculus seems to have 
been largely absent during the European Middle Ages until the papacy during 
the fourteenth century began to imitate the Hebrew biblical jubilee cycle of 
fifty-year intervals.1 Universities, often with religious affiliations, picked up the 
round-numbered commemorative habit in the sixteenth century, and from the 
seventeenth century onward yet another religious group, the Protestants, began 
regularly to memorialize the centennial anniversaries of their Reformation. 
Pertinent to our subject, moreover, all of these postmedieval cohorts increasingly 
commemorated their events by the issuance of medals. 

Medals imitate but are subject to fewer restrictions than coins of the realm 
and therefore may be made of any size or substance and at the initiative of any 
person or institution; they are not, as coins remain even today, the exclusive 
prerogative of sovereigns and states. Medals are metallic monuments, like 
statues, but are far less expensive to manufacture. They are readily replicable 
and hence are available to be distributed by their sponsors as honors, as signs 
of common identity among self-defined groups, as personal gifts, as informa-
tive media and propaganda, and much later, especially by the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, as commercially available memorabilia. A medal held in 
the hand has substance, projects a sense of permanence, and — by virtue of a 
still-persistent analogy with coinage, its original model — a caché, a sense of 
official importance. Remarkably though, in America, and indeed in Europe, 
medals commemorating national anniversaries were a very late development. Not 
until the centennials of the American and French revolutions in 1876 and 1879, 
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respectively, were anniversaries of these signal events occasions for substantial 
public celebration or for the issue of commemorative medals. Celebration of the 
four-hundredth anniversary of the discovery of America in 1892 was the occasion 
for a World’s Fair and for the manufacture of hundreds of different medals, but 
there had been no precedent at the three-hundredth anniversary; the event was 
a novel project. Thus, the decision to celebrate the 250th anniversary of Jewish 
settlement in America in 1905 may be seen as paralleling an impulse that had 
religious antecedents of many hundreds of years but nationalist precedents that 
were very recent indeed; one may say they were a modern development.

According to an official account,2 the entire project for having a 250th 
anniversary celebration was first broached in late February 1905 both at a 
grass-roots level in New York City at the Spanish and Portuguese synagogue, 
Congregation Shearith Israel, and at a national level at the thirteenth meeting 
of the American Jewish Historical Society in Cincinnati. Specific planning for 
public celebrations, which were to focus on the official Dutch acceptance of the 
settlement of the Jews in New York in April 1655, then began in April 1905 and 
proceeded expeditiously within a committee of New Yorkers under the aegis 
of Louis Marshall. The highlight of the commemoration was a grand event on 
Thanksgiving Day of the same year, held in New York’s Carnegie Hall in the 
presence of luminaries both of the Jewish-American world and of local, state, 
and national secular authorities. Ex-President Grover Cleveland and banker 
and philanthropist Jacob Schiff, among many others, addressed those gathered 
at the event. A national general committee was also formed to coordinate the 
numerous celebratory events and speeches that occurred that same year elsewhere 
in the United States. It may be noted that the idea of a commemorative medal 
was not part of the original plan. Rather, a public monument was to have been 
erected at Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Ninth Street in New York at the southeast 
corner of Central Park, but this intention was set aside in November 1905 so 
that the funds already collected for the monument might be diverted to the 
relief of Jews then suffering from pogroms in Russia.3 Only then did the idea of 
a medal as a sort of alternative memorial emerge. Schiff defrayed the entire cost 
of this project, which involved a $1,200 fee to the medalist, $3.25 each for the 
284 medals struck in bronze, $10 each for the 36 silver examples, $300 each 
for the two gold specimens, presumably an additional few hundreds of dollars 
for the processing of dies to strike the medals, and incidental manufacturing 
and packaging costs. The gold medals were presented to President Theodore 
Roosevelt and to ex-President Grover Cleveland. The silver specimens were 
given to other dignitaries and selected Jewish and secular historical societies 
and museums. The bronzes were distributed similarly to lesser officials who had 
organized the public celebration and to lesser collections and organizations.4
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The monument originally conceived was to have been the work of Augustus 
Saint-Gaudens, then America’s preeminent sculptor, and Isidore Konti 
(1862–1938), a Jewish immigrant.5 After the abandonment of the plan for a 
monument, however, it was Konti who alone designed the medal that came 
to be produced for the celebration. Konti, the second of eleven children, had 
been born to Hungarian Jewish parents temporarily living in Vienna. He was 
raised in Szombathely in Hungary but, after his artistic talent was recognized, 
he returned at age sixteen to study at the Imperial Academy in Vienna. After 
two years in Rome and sculptural commissions from 1888 to 1892 in Vienna, 
Hamburg, Budapest, and Berlin, he immigrated to the United States in 1892, 
just in time to gain employment within the circle of Saint-Gaudens as a sculptor 
on the enormous Chicago World’s Fair project of 1892–1893. Thereafter, he 
became prominent in American artistic circles, the recipient of many private 
and public commissions, a popular and engaged individual, the peer of the 
prominent artists of his and earlier generations, but also the beloved mentor 
of many talented artists soon to rise to eminence in the United States. Konti’s 
sculpture was largely modeled in the round, ranging from memorial tablets 
and small statuary to bas-reliefs, architectural elements, private funerary, and 
major public monuments. He made but three assays into the medallic field, the 
medal for the 250th anniversary in 1905 being his first. This was followed by 
the Isidor Memorial Medal, a prize commissioned by the National Academy of 
Design in 1907; and There’s No Place Like Home in 1910, one of twelve medals 
issued by the Circle of Friends of the Medallion, a private art collectors’ group. 
It may be noted that, apart from portrait busts of his beloved mother, Rosalie 
Konti, and of Emmanuel Lehman, one of the founders of the investment bank-
ing firm Lehman Brothers, the medal of 1905 seems alone among more than 
one hundred of Konti’s published works to have in any way been linked to his 
own Jewish origins.

Konti modeled the two-sided 250th anniversary medal in the beaux arts 
style pioneered in France in the late nineteenth century that was nearing its 
peak of popularity in Europe and the United States. It was reproduced with a 
three-inch diameter and displayed the soft, low relief and graceful deployment of 
allegorical female figures so characteristic of the medallic genre in this period.6 
On the obverse side of the medal are standing figures of Liberty bearing a sword 
and of Justice as a seated figure holding a scroll of the law, both elegantly draped 
and basking in rays of sunlight, triumphant over a nude and cowering male 
figure in the foreground, representing Intolerance defeated. A circular inscrip-
tion states: “Commemorating the 250 Anniversary of Jewish Settlement in the 
United States.” The sculptor’s full name, Isidore Konti Sc(ulptor), also appears 
on this side. The reverse of the medal features a standing figure of History in 
flowing garments, holding a tablet inscribed with the dates 1655 and 1905 and 
protected by a hovering American eagle; a young tree is also shown taking root 
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in American soil. The inscription here is , 
which may be freely translated as: “God Gives Birth to Freedom, Righteousness 
and Justice are the Foundation of His Throne”; the latter phrase is a variation 
of Psalms 97:2 (where  is the final word). Once again, the artist’s name is 
recorded here as “IK 1905.” This medal captures in both sentiment and style the 
optimistic perspective of well-assimilating American Jews of the period — the 
perspective of both the artist and the patrons of the commemorative project, 
nearly all of whom were Jews of either German or long-established Sephardic 
origin. The defeat of Intolerance is presented as a fait accompli; the then-cur-
rent social reality of the millions of newly arriving poor and persecuted eastern 
European immigrants is not in evidence. 

Fewer than fifty years later, the idea of the “First Settlement” had been 
moved back a year to coincide not, as previously, with the acceptance by the 
Dutch West India Company of Jews as permanent residents in New Amsterdam 
in 1655, but with the actual date of arrival of the Jews in the colony in the 
previous year. With the path of the 250th anniversary commemoration already 
trodden, the idea for a 300th anniversary celebration was bruited as early as 
1950, and the American-Jewish Tercentenary Committee to plan its details was 
established by 1952 under the leadership of Ralph Samuel, former president of 
the Federation of Jewish Philanthropies and chairman of the American Jewish 
Committee.7 A subordinate group, the Tercentenary Fine Arts Committee, was 
appointed with Nancy Proskauer Dryfoos (1918–1991) as chair; it organized 
an extensive touring exhibition devoted exclusively to contemporary art by 
more than one hundred American Jewish artists. Ranging from drawings and 
paintings to sculptures large and small, the traveling exhibition contained much 
material that was “definitely Jewish” in its thematic content but also landscapes 
and more abstract works; it toured the country during 1954–1955. Dryfoos, 
herself a noted and prolific sculptor in both stone and metal, a fellow of the 
National Sculpture Society, and later the president of the National Association 
of Women Artists, was also commissioned to create a commemorative medal 
by the American-Jewish Tercentenary Committee. As was the case with Konti, 
Dryfoos had had no prior track record of medallic production before this 
commission and, indeed, she is known to have had only two subsequent medal 
commissions, both in 1959. One was a portrait of her own father, Judge Joseph 
M. Proskauer, for an eponymous award of the United Jewish Appeal–Federation 
of Jewish Philanthropies. The other was a portrait of Naomi Lehman for an 
award by a memorial foundation to individuals active in Jewish child care 
services.8 The tercentenary memorial Dryfoos designed was manufactured by 
the Medallic Art Company of New York as a two-sided medal three inches in 
diameter, but for reasons that are obscure, it was produced only in bronze, one 
thousand pieces being made available for distribution to Jewish and non-Jewish 
dignitaries and institutions.9 The iconography was constrained by a decision to 
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feature the official logo of the celebration, designed by William Metzig, as the 
device on the reverse side of the medal: a modernistic menorah meant to evoke 
the American flag, with its candles representing the stripes and five-pointed 
stars as its flames. An inscription surrounding the image says: “American Jewish 
Tercentenary 1654–1954.” The medal’s obverse design is of a family unit, con-
sisting of a man, woman, and child standing together in front of a map of the 
United States in a style that may be described as owing much to the muscular 
“socialist realism” that since the 1930s had characterized public monumental 
sculpture throughout the United States and Europe. The inscription, “Man’s 
Opportunities and Responsibilities Under Freedom,” also presents a generic 
quality that seems but little related to the particularity of Jewish experience in 
America. The only concession to Judaism on this side are the dates in Hebrew, 

, (5414–5714) and the medalist’s monogram, “ND.”
Profiting from earlier experiences, by 2002, well in advance of the 2004 

event, the Commission for Commemorating 350 Years of American Jewish 
History was formed of national and Jewish historical and archival institutions, 
and “Celebrate 350, Jewish Life in America 1654–2004,” chaired by Robert S. 
Rifkind, became the umbrella body for the planning and promotion of educa-
tional and commemorative programming nationwide.10 However, the medal 
ultimately created to commemorate this anniversary had a somewhat different, 
less formal initiation than those of fifty and one hundred years earlier. In 2003, 
during a telephone conversation, this essay’s author and Mel Wacks, a person 
experienced in the production and sale of medals of Jewish interest, explored 
the desirability of a medal to celebrate the 350th anniversary. As numismatists, 
both were familiar with the two preceding medals and aware that issuing a third 
in the sequence would be both logical and desirable.11 The reissue of a medal 
that some years earlier had depicted the moment in 1654 when the ship from 
Recife had landed in New Amsterdam’s harbor seemed one option, but it was 
evident that there was more to commemorate than a single “Plymouth Rock” 
moment some 350 years before. The Jews in America had not simply arrived, 
they had interacted with, and indeed, influenced the development and identity 
of the United States for hundreds of years. 

From this conversation, two ideas emerged: first, that any such medal ought 
somehow to evoke the ongoing relationship between the United States and its 
Jewish population; and second, that insofar as possible, the principal designs 
to be chosen for the medal should avoid certain traditional icons (the menorah, 
the Statue of Liberty, the Liberty Bell, the Star of David) whose frequent use 
on medals issued by Jewish organizations over the years had somewhat depleted 
their original symbolic force. It was also clear that a commemorative medal 
could be manufactured either as a private venture to be offered commercially 
for sale or, as the prior two medals had been, produced exclusively as an official 
issue of the umbrella Celebrate 350 Committee. 
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In the end, after extensive consultation with Celebrate 350, it was decided to 
blend the two approaches. The medal would be privately designed and produced 
but with the imprimatur of the Celebrate 350 body, which would ultimately 
acquire and distribute the majority of the medals. Thus, official permission was 
granted to imprint the official logo of the celebration, a miniature menorah, on 
the medals that were to be made.

A small committee consisting of this essay’s author; Daniel M. Friedenberg, 
doyen of American Jewish medal experts; Robert S. Rifkind, chair of Celebrate 
350; and Mel Wacks was formed and set out to identify an outstanding artist 
and suitable designs for the proposed medal. At this point, the generous financial 
support of David Berley12 enabled this committee to announce a monetary prize 
of $2,500 to encourage the submission of artistic drawings and models from 
which the final designs would be selected. The explicit rules for this contest 
required, first, that the abovementioned symbolic clichés not be used as principal 
iconographic elements and, second, that the medal’s overall program address 
the engagement of Jews with America over time and not simply depict their first 
moment of arrival on these shores. Apart from these constraints, the committee 
did not mandate any particular iconographic program, preferring to allow art-
ists the broadest latitude for expression. By early 2004, a design emerged that 
met these criteria admirably and artistically and that, with slight modification, 
the committee finally accepted and had produced. The artist who conceived 
the winning designs was Dana Krinsky, a young Israeli woman (b. 1969) who 
was trained at St. Martin’s College of Art and Design in London and at Avni 
Institute of Art in Tel Aviv. Her preferred medium has been small sculpture and 
medals; her work has garnered several prizes and been well received in private 
and public collections. She has represented Israel at international congresses 
and lives, works, and teaches art in Israel.13

The 350th anniversary medal of 2004, once again three inches in diameter, 
presents texts and images that illustrate the relationship between America and 
its Jews. The obverse design depicts a group of immigrants, their variegated 
Old World costumes hinted at, clustered together as if at the prow of a boat, 
expectantly facing a new horizon across waves and lit by stars, the waves 
and stars also suggesting an American flag. The text of Leviticus, “Proclaim 
Liberty Throughout All the Land,” chosen as the motto for the Liberty Bell,14 
is inscribed, along with its Hebrew original . The reverse of the 
medal displays a bold but nonspecific cityscape, an image that also echoes the 
crenelations of Jerusalem; Jewish settlement in America, as in the Old World, 
has long been predominantly urban. The words “350 Years of Jewish Life in 
America, 1654–2004,” together with a small incused image of the menorah 
logo of the national celebration announce the larger theme. In the background, 
excerpts appear from the stirring words of George Washington, addressed in 
a letter to the Jews of Newport in 1790, which assure them, and subsequent 
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immigrant generations, that America offers a tolerant and safe haven to the 
“stock of Abraham” and to all who “demean themselves as good citizens.”15 
A total of one thousand bronze, ninety-four silver, and sixty-two gold-plated 
silver medals were struck by the Highland Mint of Melbourne, Florida,16 of 
which the majority were distributed to officials, dignitaries, and institutions, 
as with previous commemorations, primarily by the Celebrate 350 Committee 
and the American Jewish Historical Society. In fact, a gold medal was not only 
the public gift of the Celebrate 350 Committee to President George W. Bush 
on the occasion of his attendance at the 350th Anniversary National Dinner 
on September 14, 2005, in Washington, DC, but this image also served as the 
principal icon displayed on the podium as backdrop and on the covers of the 
souvenir program for this festive event.

The styles and formulae of medallic commemoration seen as appropriate in 
1905, 1954, and 2004 appear to have been quite varied, even as the situations 
and identities of their patrons, artists, and manufacturers were indeed rather 
different. The organizing committee of 1905 entrusted the design of its medal to 
an immigrant whose artistic training in Europe favored a level of abstraction in 
representation that was also fashionable among American elites as well. Actual 
people, Jewish or even American, were therefore not to be depicted directly. 
Rather, the participation of Jews in America for a quarter of a millennium was 
presented as having been enabled by the general beneficence fostered by the 
freedom and justice that were conceived as the essential and defining features 
of the United States. One may readily imagine that those American Jews who 
approved this imagery, many themselves immigrants, were sensitive, as was the 
artist, to their good fortune in dwelling in America at a time when the very funds 
that had so recently been collected to memorialize American Jewry needed to 
be urgently diverted for the relief of European pogrom victims. Since biblical 
quotations, even ones in Hebrew characters, were well within the normal range 
of Christian medals of the age, Jewish particularism was granted no place in 
the iconography of the medal produced in 1905 to celebrate 250 years of Jewish 
settlement in America. 

The medal of 1954, too, seems to have eschewed reference to recognizable 
Jews in America, offering as a solitary Jewish image an abstract menorah more 
suggestive of an adaptable modernity than of historical tradition. The artist, 
born in America, though seemingly well established here both socially and 
artistically, clearly chose human figures, a map, and an inscription that all 
emphasized the secular aspects of the hyphenated “Jewish-American” identity. 
Once again, this time in the aftermath of World War II and the then still hardly 
discussed Holocaust, the committee that commissioned this medal approved the 
graphic expression of the loyalty, gratitude, and responsibilities that American 
Jews owed their adopted land. 
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The medal devised for the 350th anniversary offers a different perspective, in 
part because it was designed by a non-American but probably mainly because 
of the greater self-assurance of present-day Jews, both those who commissioned 
the medal and those of the committee who approved it as a central symbol of 
the main celebratory event. The notion that Jews had originated as immigrants 
from abroad, that they had actively sought out a new horizon, and that they had 
arrived wearing costumes suggesting the diversity of their origins are themes 
that found no place on the earlier medals and whose presence reflects a greater 
security in their sense of identity than was possible for Jews in America fifty 
or one hundred years ago. The urban skyline, evoking both the crenelations of 
Jerusalem’s walls and great American cities, is still another feature suggesting 
the confidence that present-day Jews enjoy in their identities as U.S. citizens 
who have an additional ancient heritage.

Medals serve many purposes as honors, rewards, and commemorative sou-
venirs — among others — but above all, they are themselves active participants 
in a centuries-old tactile tradition of personal gift. Having passed from hand 
to hand, from donor to recipient, they are intimate at initial presentation and 
thus incorporate some sense of that moment in later memory. Unlike larger and 
more imposing monuments, fortunate recipients personally possess them and 
derive private pride and ongoing pleasure from them. Nevertheless, the very 
notion of capturing a historic moment, of compressing and encompassing its 
significance within a disc of metal, is an idea that, having resonated for centuries, 
itself provides and reinforces a sense of continuity. These three medals, though 
issued over the course of a century, concur that it is the American promise of 
freedom and opportunity that has drawn Jewish immigrants to these shores. 
Viewed retrospectively as historical artifacts, they might be held simply to 
reflect time-specific traditions of history and of iconography. Seen as part of a 
medallic series yet to be completed, however, they may also serve as markers of 
the evolving identity of American Jewry.
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jahf/news/newmedal.html.
12President, Walter & Samuels, Inc., New York.
13Additional information about Dana Krinsky, as well as illustrations of many of her other works 
of art, may be found online at her website: http://www.math.tau.ac.il/~shimsh/medals.html.
14 Though the fame of the Liberty Bell dates from the time of the American Revolution, the bell 
(with its later famous inscription) was commissioned in 1751 by the Pennsylvania Provincial 
Assembly, cast in London, and delivered to be hung in the State House, only later to become 
Independence Hall, in 1752. Encyclopedia Britannica, 15th ed., Volume 7, 1986, p 332.
15 The full text of Washington’s letter and that of the Newport Congregation’s congratulatory 
letter to the president that preceded it on August 17, 1790, and that indeed originated much 
of the since famous characterization of the United States as giving “to bigotry no sanction, to 
persecution no assistance,” may be found in A Documentary History of the Jews in the United 
States 1654–1875, Morris U. Schappes, ed., New York: The Citadel Press, 1950, pp. 79–81.
16Mel Wacks, personal communication.
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The American Jewish Community  
Anniversary Proclamations
Frederic Krome

Throughout its more than 350-year history in America, the Jewish com-
munity has, at times, felt it necessary to issue public pronouncements about 
important issues. These pronouncements have taken various forms. They might 
be issued by individuals speaking on behalf of the entire Jewish community, 
such as the famous 1790 letter to President George Washington, signed by 
Moses Seixas; or they might be official positions issued by organizations 
— for example, the American Jewish Committee’s 1914 statement in support 
of American neutrality as World War I raged across Europe, to name just one. 
Very often these pronouncements were part of an attempt by members of the 
American Jewish community to create a unified front, explicating to the larger 
American community the Jewish stance on a specific issue or event. Just as 
often, however, the attempt to speak with one voice failed. 

An examination of the proclamations issued during the celebration of the 
American Jewish tercentenary (1954–55) and the 350th anniversary provides 
interesting insights into which groups “spoke” on behalf of the American 
Jewish community, as well as furnishing a window into what communal leaders 
considered important. 

The first document reproduced here (see insert Plates 9, 10, and 11) is 
from the tercentenary celebration of 1954–1955, and it is signed not only by a 
representation of the national tercentenary organization but by representatives 
of all the major American rabbinic organizations (Reform, Conservative, and 
Orthodox). Its content reflects a deep sense of gratitude for the opportunities 
America has provided for the Jews. As it was written in a post-Holocaust world, 
it should not surprise us that the writers made explicit reference to Jewish suf-
fering: “In some lands across the seas our brethren have felt the searing flame 
of prejudice, persecution and death.” Such a statement challenges the old 
conventional wisdom that American Jewry did not discuss the fate of European 
Jews until many years later. The proclamation also charged the American Jewish 
community to help succor Holocaust survivors and to support the new State 
of Israel (founded only six years earlier). Finally, the document was written in 
three languages — English, Hebrew, and Yiddish — reflecting the predominant 
lingua franca of American Jews (English), its historic ties (Hebrew), and the 
salience of a Yiddish culture among a large segment of the population. 

The second document is from the 350th anniversary celebration. Like the 
tercentenary proclamation, it is primarily the work of the religious leadership 
of the American rabbinate, although now the Reconstructionist movement has 
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joined the three older denominations in signing the proclamation, reflecting 
that movement’s standing in the American scene. 

While there are certain similarities between the two documents — espe-
cially in reference to the protection afforded by the U.S. Constitution and to 
the prejudice experienced by Jews in other lands — there are some striking 
differences. For example, while the 350th proclamation notes that “Even as we 
have worked for the well-being of people abroad,” it does not make an explicit 
reference to the Holocaust or Israel, reflecting the passage of time and the 
changing focus of the American Jewish community. In addition, this document 
appears only in English; the absence of Hebrew and Yiddish is particularly 
interesting. While the number of Yiddish speakers has declined since 1954, the 
vitality of Hebrew as a living language has grown. Indeed, in addition to being 
the official language of the State of Israel, it is taught in Jewish supplemental 
and day schools in the United States. Hebrew has also become an acceptable 
foreign language component in some public high schools and in many American 
universities. The absence of Hebrew in the 350th proclamation is one issue that 
future historians will likely grapple with. 

We are publishing these documents for the edification of our readers, many 
of whom participated in 350th events but may not have had the opportunity to 
read the proclamation. Fewer still have enjoyed the opportunity to compare the 
2004 document with the 1954 proclamation. We hope it will also prove useful 
in 2054, when American Jewry celebrates its quatercentenary.

Frederic Krome served as managing editor of The American Jewish Archives Journal 
from 1998-2007 and is now Assistant Professor of History at Clermont College-
University of Cincinnati.



is pleased to announce the

Fellowship Program
for the

2008-09 Academic Year
Established in 1947, the American Jewish Archives is the largest catalogued repository of 

primary documents relating to the history of North American Jewry. Fellows receive  
a generous stipend to conduct research and study at the American Jewish Archives  

for one month. 

Marcus Center Fellowships have been awarded  
to many distinguished scholars including:

Dianne Ashton • Deborah Dash Moore • Mark Bauman 
Pamela Nadell • Hasia Diner • Jonathan Sarna 

Leonard Dinnerstein • Shuly Rubin Schwartz • Lance Sussman
Deadline for application is March 6, 2008 

Contact: Mr. Kevin Proffitt, Director of the Fellowship Program, at kproffitt@huc.edu

Dr. Gary P. Zola, Executive Director

Located on the Historic Cincinnati Campus of the Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion 
Cincinnati · New York · Los Angeles · Jerusalem 

3101 Clifton Avenue • Cincinnati, OH 45220 • 513-221-1875 • www.AmericanJewishArchives.org



350 Years of American Jewish History: A Commemorative Collection

Plate 1: “A Plan of the City and Environs of New 
York as they were in the Years 1742, 1743 and 1744. 
Drawn by DG in the 76th year of his age who had at 
this time a perfect and correct recollection of every part of the same.” (1813)
David Grim (1737–1826) immigrated from Bavaria and was the proprietor of the popular 
Hessians Coffee House during the late eighteenth century, from which he observed the 
development of Manhattan Island as it evolved from a small town into the more familiar urban 
center we think of. He drew this map in 1813 when he was 76 years old.
The line of the buildings at the top contains an image titled “synagogue,” a reference to the 
congregation known as Shearith Israel, whose building was then located on Mill Street. The 
imagery helps illustrate that at a time when the Jewish community of the United States was  
small, numbering only several hundred in both 1743 and 1813, New York was already known for 
its religious and cultural diversity.
(Courtesy New York Historical Society)
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Plate 2: The Island of Curaçao in the mid-seventeenth century was an important entrepôt for the 
Dutch Atlantic trading empire. Curaçao’s Jewish community was founded during the first part of 
the seventeenth century, and a formal congregation has existed on the island since 1654. 
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)



350 Years of American Jewish History: A Commemorative Collection

Plate 3: Opening page of the calendar. The inside cover (right) bears a dedication to Rachel, wife 
of the master Jacob son of Joshua. The first page (left ) is the calendar for the Hebrew month of 
Tishri. The five columns right to left list (1) the weekly Torah portions and Jewish holidays; (2) 
days of the week (in Yiddish); (3) Hebrew dates; (4) corresponding English dates according to the 
Gregorian calendar; (5) English months (in Yiddish orthography) and phases of the moon.
(Courtesy Arnold and Dee Kaplan)
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Plates 4 and 5: Several copies of the original Trefa Banquet menu complete with plumage have 
survived. The attempt at elegance is somewhat betrayed by spelling errors in the French language 
listing of several of the dishes on the menu. The menu was also reprinted in the daily newspaper, 
The Cincinnati Enquirer, along with a detailed and upbeat evaluation of the grand event.
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 6: 1905 medallion (bronze, 76 mm diameter) for the 250th Anniversary of the American 
Jewish community. 
The 1905 commemorative medal, struck in silver and gold as well as bronze, was designed by the 
noted Jewish-American sculptor Isidore Konti (1862–1938). 
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 7: 1954 medallion (bronze, 76 mm diameter) celebrating the Tercentenary (300th) 
Anniversary of the American Jewish community.
Produced for the Tercentenary of 1954–1955, this medallion was designed by Nancy Proskauer 
Dryfoos (1918–1991).
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 8: 2004 medallion (bronze, 76 mm diameter) minted for the 350th Anniversary celebration 
of the establishment of the American Jewish community.
Designed by Dana Krinsky (b. 1969), this medallion, which was struck in silver and gold-plated 
silver as well as bronze, was issued to commemorate the 350th anniversary celebration held  
in 2004–2005.
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 9: The Proclamation celebrating the American Jewish Tercentenary was published in 
three languages: Yiddish, English, and Hebrew. The inclusion of Yiddish reflects its linguistic 
significance to American Jewry in 1954.
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 10: Although still heavily influenced by its east European immigrant origins, the lingua 
franca of American Jews was English.
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 11: The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 and the revival of Hebrew as a modern 
spoken language both had a significant impact upon American Jewry.
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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Plate 12: Unlike the Tercentenary, the Celebrate 350 proclamation was printed only  
in English.
(Courtesy American Jewish Archives)
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