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ON MAY 4, 1865, Morris and Katherine Myers and their four young children traveled by horse and wagon from Athens, Illinois, to neighboring Springfield. The wagon contained the family’s entire worldly goods—their clothing, bedding, furniture, and kitchen utensils. It was a decisive turning point in Morris Myers’s odyssey. He was about to go into business for himself. Son of a family of Jewish cattle dealers from Holsdorf, a German town near Frankfurt, he had immigrated to the United States only fourteen years earlier, as a youthful bachelor. The Salzensteins, family friends from the Old Country, had promised him employment in their little general store in Athens. From 1851 onward, Morris Myers had worked for the Salzensteins, first as a sales clerk, then as a “customer-peddler” to surrounding farms. He had done well enough to win the hand of Katherine Hahn, daughter of a Cincinnati Jewish family, and now at last to purchase his own men’s-clothing store in Springfield. It was a promising opportunity. Capital of Sangamon County, Springfield not long before also had become the capital of Illinois. Business was certain to be good. In anticipation of the move, Morris Myers already had purchased a small home in one of Springfield’s more respectable neighborhoods. And there, this May 4, 1865, the impatient new proprietor directed his team of horses.

Yet no sooner had the family reached the town center, with its looming state capitol rotunda, than they found the way blocked. Tens of thousands of persons crowded the streets. By horse and by foot, alone or in families, they moved in silence behind a full regiment of mounted cavalry. The Myerses then joined the procession. Unknowingly, they had entered Springfield on the day of Abraham Lincoln’s burial. The funeral train had spent twelve days carrying the president’s body from Washington, stopping periodically for religious ceremonies in selected towns during the 1,700-mile trip. On board too were the remains of the Lincolns’ son Willie, who had died in 1862. Once the train reached Springfield, Lincoln’s body lay in state throughout the day and night at the capitol building. It was this morning of May 4 that the long funeral procession journeyed at last to Oak Ridge Cemetery. After a final hymn and a rifle volley under lowering skies, the military guard of honor placed Lincoln’s casket in the cemetery’s public receiving vault next to Willie’s. The Myers children witnessed the event. For them and their neighbors and their descendants, Lincoln would never cease to be a brooding presence.

Meanwhile, the family’s little clothing store on Washington Street provided a decent livelihood. Possibly it would have flourished, but Morris Myers died suddenly in 1873, leaving a widow and five children. The business was sold. The two eldest sons, Albert and Louis, eventually found employment in another men’s-clothing store, owned by Samuel Rosenwald. They would remember Rosenwald with affection. He treated them as family, often inviting them to dinner. By chance, the Rosenwald home was across the street from Lincoln’s, and on visits the brothers occasionally caught glimpses of the distraught Mary Todd Lincoln in her black widow’s weeds. It was Rosenwald who launched Albert and Louis Myers on their own careers as independent proprietors. In 1886, his son Julius was tendered an opportunity to buy into a Chicago mail-order firm, Sears Roebuck & Co. Less than confident of his son’s mercantile acumen, however, the elder Rosenwald decided to join Julius in Chicago to watch over him. His own store he offered to sell to Albert and Louis at a fair price. Grateful, the young men managed to come up with part of the down payment and borrowed the rest from relatives and friends.

The store flourished even more handsomely under their direction than it had under Rosenwald’s. In 1900, the brothers moved to a choice downtown location at the corner of Fifth and Washington. Another Myers brother, Julius, soon joined the business. In 1924, when the building was destroyed in a fire, it was promptly rebuilt and vastly enlarged as a department store, the biggest in Springfield. By then, too, reciprocating the help they had received from others, the brothers funded cousins, nephews, and assorted collateral relatives in “branch” stores in other Illinois towns—Jacksonville, Mount Pulaski, Mattoon, Havana, Kewanee, Clinton, Lincoln, Alton—nurturing these family members to solvency and eventually to ownership.

Albert, the eldest brother, married in 1905, at the age of forty-five. His bride, Jeanette Mayer, came from a prominent Chicago Jewish family. They produced four sons. After Jeanette died at an early age, Albert remarried. His new wife, Florence Freedman, a childless widow, raised Albert’s three sons (one had died in childhood). They grew into strapping, outdoor boys. The youngest, Albert junior, was an all-state football star, and later a varsity letterman on the University of Illinois football team. The eldest, Stanley, became a devout golfer. The second son, James, was an avid Boy Scout, Eagle Scout, summertime farmer. He also developed a lifelong passion for Lincolniana. Indeed, James Myers over the years would recount from memory tales plumbed from every nook and cranny of Lincoln fact and legend. Among these were fascinating curiosa that he had occasion to ponder with special interest. Of Lincoln the young circuit lawyer and congressman, and his close Jewish friend Abraham Jonas. Of Lincoln the president assuring Isaac M. Wise, founder of Reform Judaism, that “I am blood of your blood, flesh of your flesh.” Of Lincoln the Civil War leader who protected the rights of ill-treated Southern Jews. Could this man of boundless humanity really have been a descendant of the inhabitants of medieval Lincolnshire, whence his family had taken its name? Of that county of bloodthirsty English yokels who had massacred hapless Jews for the reputed killing of little Hugh of Lincoln? It seemed unlikely.

In later years, as the author of pamphlets and short volumes of Lincolniana, James Myers paid his homage to the great man in ways others had unaccountably overlooked. In 1968, he joined with several friends in buying the antiquated downtown building where Lincoln and William Herndon had practiced law, then restored and furnished the decrepit edifice with impressive accuracy. The law offices on the building’s third and top floors are dominated by a huge wood-burning stove. The tables, desks, quills, and inkwells, the bookcases, pitchers, and basins, the portrait of Lincoln’s hero Henry Clay—all are authentic to the last detail. So is Lincoln’s cot, facing the window (through which is visible, only two blocks away, the aging Myers Brothers Department Store). Repurchased by the State of Illinois in 1987, the Lincoln-Herndon Museum is a favorite stop on guided tours. So is the original state capitol building, now also a museum, restored to its early-nineteenth-century decor. Myers played a role in that project as well. He has served as a trustee of the Illinois State Historical Library and a board member of the Illinois Historical Society, and is the founder of the Lincoln-Herndon Press, publisher of his own extensive series of books on American humor and folklore.

Inevitably, it is Lincoln’s tomb that remains the principal attraction for visitors. The graceful stone obelisk, the mighty plinth with its ascending stairways, statuary, and friezes, the mausoleum of bronze and marble and its enclosed catafalque—all evoke a hushed reverence that cannot be surpassed by any other of the nation’s historical monuments. Perhaps it was reflective of Lincoln’s humility that his wife never considered interring him anywhere but in Oak Ridge, Springfield’s public cemetery. If the obelisk towers over other graves, it does so in less than solitary majesty. The tombs of Springfield’s private citizens surround Lincoln’s on the same lawns and gentle ridges, acre after acre. As in other cemeteries, subdivisions are reserved for congregations and fraternal societies. One of these is Springfield’s old Reform Jewish congregation. Here the gravestones long antedate the fallen president’s. Eroded by wind and storm, the inscriptions often are barely legible. Yet the two dozen modest oblong slabs of the Myers clan form their own recognizable enclave. They include Morris Myers, Albert Morris Myers, Louis Myers, Julius Myers, Jennie Myers, Katherine Helen Myers, Hannah Myers, Jeanette Mayer Myers, Florence Freedman Myers, Morton Myers, assorted Myers uncles, aunts, cousins, nephews, nieces.

They are flanked by scores of other early coreligionists, many from neighboring hamlets without congregations or cemeteries of their own. The names are redolent of Central European Jewry; Salzenstein, Kaufman, Frisch, Hirschheimer, Hexter, Rothschild, Stern, Zeckendorf, Wertheim, Hess, Frank, Brunswick, Bair, Seeberger, Nusbaum, Lange, Hainsfurther. Their descendants still are close at hand. Indeed, in early December 1990, at the home of James and Edith Myers on Springfield’s Williams Boulevard, they sipped coffee and shared reminiscences of those early-nineteenth-century pioneers, their forebears who laid down roots in Springfield, Bloomington, Mattoon, Winchester, Ashland, Danville, Farmer City, Gibson City, Mason City, Decatur, Mendota, Pontiac, Athens, Paris, Urbana, Champaign. The Jews in those early-nineteenth-century decades were few enough to know one another, to visit, worship, celebrate, and commiserate together—to marry one another. The bloodlines twine and intertwine. Max Freedman came from Austria as a youth of seventeen, peddled in the Midwest in the post-Civil War years, opened a modest general store in Mendota, married a local Jewish girl, sired four daughters. It was one of them, Florence, widowed early, who made a second marriage with the widower Albert Myers and raised his sons. Another daughter, Bertha, also prematurely widowed, took her children to Kewanee to live with her father. And one of Bertha’s children, Edith, came to know her stepcousin James Myers from childhood. Eventually they married. The union was entirely characteristic. Jewish families encouraged them.

The presence of these early inhabitants is recorded in the innumerable struggling shed-and-shanty enterprises that grew into department stores, banks, feed-and-produce companies; in ancestors springing to life in the poems of Vachel Lindsay and Edgar Lee Masters; in Salzenstein Park of Athens and Sylvan Park of Paris, memorializing sons lost in World War I; of names in battle records from the Civil War to Vietnam. The Myers brothers emerged intact from World War II, Stanley from the Navy as a lieutenant, Albert Jr. and James from the Army Air Force, one as a lieutenant colonel, the other as a major. Remembering them and their relatives and friends, one shares their family odysseys, their cherished ancestral memories: of Addie Cohen’s father discussing a land title with young Abraham Lincoln in Urbana; of Jerome Sholem’s uncle lying scalped beside Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn; of Stanley Myers clinging to a raft after his supply vessel was torpedoed by Japanese aircraft during the Battle of Guadalcanal in April 1943, surviving with only five other crew members.

For the author, who lived among these Jewish Old Americans in Champaign, Illinois, the chronicle of their fate and fortune transcends the ethnic history of an immigrant minority. It is a palimpsest of the United States itself.

IN PREPARING this volume, I have been favored with the advice and commentary of numerous esteemed colleagues and friends. Their help can be acknowledged here only succinctly:

For the colonial period, Professor Martin Cohen of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. For the colonial period and for religious and cultural developments in later years, Dr. Stanley Chyet, dean of the Magnin Graduate School of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. For the federal and early national periods, Professor Jonathan Sarna of Brandeis University. For the early West European and for later East European settlement in New York, Professor Moses Rischin of San Francisco State University. For American Protestantism, Professor Dewey Wallace of George Washington University. For Reform Judaism, Professor Michael Meyer of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. For Conservative Judaism and attendant cultural developments, Professor Abraham Karp of the University of Rochester. For early German Jewish settlement in the Midwest, Ms. Cecile Meiers of Springfield, Illinois, and Ms. Ruth Kuhn Youngerman of Champaign, Illinois.

For intergroup tensions and antisemitism, Professor Leo Ribuffo and Professor James Horton of George Washington University, and Professor Leonard Dinnerstein of the University of Arizona. For the New Deal era, Mr. Robert Nathan of Robert Nathan Associates, Washington, D.C. For later-twentieth-century economic and political developments, Professor Edward Shapiro of Seton Hall University and Mr. Earl Raab of Brandeis University. For the establishment of communal and philanthropic institutions, Professor Marc Raphael of The College of William & Mary, and Mr. Morris Fine and Ms. Selma Hirsh of the American Jewish Committee. For the role of women, Dr. Linda Kuzmack of the United States Holocaust Commission. For the Nazi-Holocaust era, Professor Henry Friedlander of the City University of New York and Dr. Sybil Milton of the United States Holocaust Commission. For Brandeisian progressivism and Zionism, Professor Melvin Urofsky of Virginia Commonwealth University. For the rise of Israel, Professor Michael Cohen of Bar-Ilan University. For later relations with Israel, Consul Moshe Fuchs of the consulate general of Israel, Chicago.

For theater and film, the late Professor A. E. Claeyssens of George Washington University. For immigrant Yiddish literature, Professor Max Ticktin of George Washington University. For postacculturation American literature, Professor Emeritus Milton Hindus of Brandeis University and Professor Judith Plotz of George Washington University. For the music profession, Professor Emeritus George Steiner of George Washington University. For the medical profession, Dr. David Sachar of Mount Sinai Medical School. For the Jonathan Pollard case, Ms. Judith Barnett, attorney, Washington, D.C. For the Soviet Jewry campaign, Mr. Jerry Goodman, former executive director of the National Conference on Soviet Jewry; Mr. Morris Amitay, attorney, Washington, D.C; Minister-Counselor Yirmiyahu Shiran of the Embassy of Israel, Washington, D.C.

For bibliographical materials from the Library of Congress, Mr. Michael Bassett; from the American Jewish Historical Society, Dr. Nathan Kaganoff; from the Gellman Library of George Washington University, Dr. Quadir Amiryar and Mr. Frank Clark; from the Montgomery County Libraries, Ms. Beverly Ruser and Ms. Ann Sapp.

For generously helping to underwrite numerous expenses attendant upon preparation of this work, Dr. Henry Solomon and the members of the Faculty Research Committee of George Washington University.

For corrections, suggestions, and guidance that transcended the editorial and approached the threshold of literary collaboration, Ms. Eva Resnikova, Ms. Jane Garrett, and Mr. Melvin Rosenthal of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.
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A FOOTHOLD IN THE EARLY AMERICAS

A Transplanted Sephardic Heritage

“THE SPANISH LEVEL of appearance is high,” observed V. S. Pritchett in his volume The Spanish Temper. “Indeed, a certain regularity of feature, boldness of nose, and brilliance appear to have been standardized. The amount of Jewish blood is, one would think, high.” It is more than high. In the fifteenth century, the quarter-million Jews among Spain’s four million inhabitants could not have avoided a “deep racial infiltration” (in Pritchett’s words). Consciousness of that osmosis, possibly as much as the growing animosity of the “native” urban middle class, persuaded King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella that this infidel minority was expendable. Initially, the Jews had been driven only from Andalusia. In 1492, the edict of their banishment was extended to the entire Spanish realm.

In earlier years, to escape persecution and intimidation, Jews had undergone baptism by the thousands. Yet it was precisely from the ranks of these conversos that men of Jewish birth later ascended to the most exalted echelons of state and church. Not a few became patrons of Christopher Columbus. Among them were Bishop Diego de Deza; Juan Cabrero, King Ferdinand’s chamberlain; Alfonso de la Cabelleria, vice-chancellor of Aragon, whose brother and sister had been burned at the stake as marranos, or secretly professing Jews; and Luis de Santangel, grandson of a converso and member of a leading merchant banking family. It was Santangel, keeper of the privy purse and comptroller general of Aragon, who induced Isabella to give the Italian explorer his chance. Folklore notwithstanding, the queen hardly was obliged to pawn her jewels to finance the expedition. Santangel saw to that. In anticipation of a swift payoff for Spanish rule in the Indies, the comptroller general advanced Columbus a substantial part of the initial capital. There were yet additional sources of Jewish funds. It was on April 20, 1492, the day Columbus received authorization to equip his fleet, that King Ferdinand publicly announced the expulsion of the Jews and confiscation of their remaining property. Only a fraction of the booty could be assessed or collected before Columbus departed. By the time of his second journey, however, in 1493, the government had appropriated and auctioned off for the royal treasury important quantities of Jewish real estate and chattels, gold and silver utensils and jewels, Torah mantles and silk table covers. The loot exceeded 6 million maravedis. This time Columbus departed in style.

Among the ninety-odd men who sailed in the first expedition were several probable marranos, among them Alfonso de la Calle, the second mate; Maestro Bernal, the physician; Rodrigo Sanchez, the comptroller; Luis de Torres, the interpreter. Torres actually remained in the New World. Settling in Cuba, where he believed himself safe from the Inquisition, he set a precedent for other baptized Jews. Among those who followed were at least a hundred who almost certainly observed their ancestral religion in secret. Indeed, the emigration of Jewish converts did not go unremarked, or unsuspected. In 1518, the Crown forbade converso settlement in the Spanish colonies altogether. A year later it authorized the Church to transplant the Inquisition to overseas territories. Yet by then the ban worked only fitfully. With the Spanish “temper” rather too thoroughly Judaized, thousands of additional Sephardim—Jews of Iberian ancestry—continued to make their way to the New World. Many earned their livelihoods as they had in Europe, as merchants and artisans, importers and exporters, physicians and engineers, even as high officials in the colonial administration.

Moreover, with immigration to New Spain quickening in the latter sixteenth century, the largest numbers of Sephardim no longer came directly from the homeland. In the aftermath of the 1492 expulsion decree, Portugal became the initial sanctuary for some one hundred fifty thousand of the Jewish exiles. Five years later, the Portuguese monarch ordered them forcibly converted, and many Jews accepted this fate. Perhaps thirty or forty thousand remained, ostensibly as baptized Christians. The departing majority joined other thousands of Jews who earlier had fled Spain for refuge elsewhere in Europe and the Middle East. Even the converts who stayed on lived under a cloud, distrusted as marranos. The suspicion was justified. Thousands of Portuguese New Christians almost certainly were secretly professing Jews. Among these, too, many were desperate to achieve a fresh lease on life in the New World. On Pedro Alvares Cabral’s expedition of discovery to Brazil in 1500, the converso Gaspar de Gama served as interpreter. The converso Fernão de Noronha became Brazil’s first governor, in 1502. He was joined by other conversos in such numbers that commercial enterprise in Brazil remained extensively in Sephardic hands for the ensuing two decades.

Thus, by the mid-seventeenth century, it was essentially Sephardim in the provinces of Bahía and Pernambuco who owned and operated the largest numbers of Brazil’s sugar refineries. Even then, however, for all their dynamism and financial success, the quality of their lives was less than enviable. As New Christians, they were under continual surveillance. Each year twenty or thirty of them were arrested as suspected marranos and deported to Lisbon for trial by the Inquisition. Their children were dispatched to exile in disease-ridden African islands. “Oh, it is indeed time that the Lord would right the wrongs of Israel,” lamented Solomon ben Verga in chronicling these episodes, “[for this] persecution was one of the most barbarous and fiendish our people has ever endured.” Whatever their opportunity for economic gain, the Sephardim of Latin America were a timorous community, never certain when they might be denounced and stripped of their property, their freedom, their children—their lives. Their hope for a renewed future in the New World would always remain precarious under the rule of hairshirt Catholic monarchies.

By this time, however, other alternatives existed. The Netherlands was preeminent among them. Since winning their independence from Spain in 1561, the Protestant Dutch had opened their borders to refugees from Catholic oppression. In 1593, the first shipload of Portuguese marranos was allowed refuge in Amsterdam, and by the end of the seventeenth century a solid Jewish community was established there. If the Jewish newcomers were not initially awarded full civil equality, they were permitted at least to reside in physical security, and to practice their religion in their own synagogues. Whatever their own Reformed Church’s Calvinist intolerance, the Dutch were first and foremost mercantilists. They sensed the potential usefulness of Jewish traders and financiers. By 1612 there were ten “Jew brokers” among the three hundred members of the Amsterdam Stock Exchange. Accordingly, by 1621 a handful of Sephardim became organizers and important shareholders of the Dutch West India Company. Undergirded in economic security, Holland’s Sephardic Jewry within fifty years developed into the principal focus of European Jewish intellectual and spiritual life, a “Dutch Jerusalem” that functioned as mentor for Sephardic Jews, professing or secret, in Western Europe and the New World alike.

That influence overseas followed in the wake of the Dutch West India Company. Established as early as 1620, the great shipping and trading corporation soon had its vessels preying on Spanish and Portuguese commerce, occupying Caribbean islands, claiming a share of Brazil’s sugar and redwood traffic. In 1630, finally, the Dutch laid siege to Recife, capital of the Brazilian province of Pernambuco and the world’s single largest source of refined sugar. To weaken resistance, they pledged civil equality for all of Pernambuco’s inhabitants, “whether they be Roman Catholics or Jews.” Recife’s crypto-Jews were listening. Eagerly they welcomed and heartily many cooperated with the triumphant Dutch expeditionary force. Indeed, the prospect of better times under the Netherlands flag not only lured Recife’s marranos out of hiding but attracted Jews from Amsterdam itself, from England, from the Ottoman Balkans, from Central and Eastern Europe. Together in Recife, they proceeded to organize the first openly proclaimed Jewish congregation in the New World, to bring over an Amsterdam rabbi, to construct a synagogue and a kosher abattoir, to open Hebrew schools for their children. By mid-century, Jews, numbering perhaps fifteen hundred souls, a third of Recife’s white population, enjoyed fuller rights in Dutch Brazil than they did in Holland itself.

The idyll did not last. As early as 1645, Portugal launched a reconquest expedition, and for nearly a decade Recife endured a crisis of siege and hunger. In January 1654, the colony surrendered. General Francisco Barreto de Menenzes, the Portuguese commander, was an enlightened man. His surprisingly generous terms included a full pardon to all who had engaged in “rebellion” against the Crown of Portugal, including the Jews, with an assurance of respectful treatment if they stayed on. But the promise was meaningless for the Sephardim. Many had been marranos, and General Barreto was under orders to introduce the Inquisition in Pernambuco. “In matters subject to the Holy Inquisition I cannot interfere,” he regretfully informed Recife’s Sephardim. Within three months of the Portuguese reconquest, the entirety of Recife’s Jewish population departed. Fourteen of their sixteen refugee vessels sailed for the Netherlands.

For the remaining two shiploads, the Dutch West Indies appeared a useful alternative. Sephardic families already had made their appearance in the Windward Islands and in the Leeward Islands of Saint Eustatius, Saba, and Saint Martin, in Aruba and Curaçao. Indeed, Curaçao, a substantial naval base and commercial entrepôt, soon became the hub of Jewish settlement in the Netherlands Antilles. By 1715 its Jewish population of importers, plantation owners, and slave traders numbered perhaps two thousand, a third of Curaçao’s white population and the single largest identified Jewish community in the Western Hemisphere. Enjoying the solicitude of the powerful mother congregation in Amsterdam, Curaçao’s Sephardim eventually would help nurture yet another fledgling Jewish settlement in the Dutch New World.

A Precarious North American Beachhead

ON FEBRUARY 24, 1654, a month after the Portuguese reconquest, the Dutch schooner Valck, one of the two remaining vessels carrying Brazilian Jewish refugees, sailed out of Recife. Its intended first port of call was the French island of Martinique. En route, however, the Valck was intercepted by a Spanish privateer and compelled to drop anchor in Jamaica, then under Spanish rule. The passengers were despoiled of all possessions except their clothes and furniture. Several baptized Sephardim among them were incarcerated by the local Inquisition. The rest, twenty-three professing Jews, were allowed to depart with the Gentile majority. These included four men, six women (married and widowed), and thirteen children. Most were Dutch or Italian Sephardim, but a few probably were Ashkenazim—Jews of Central European ancestry. The little group’s next anchorage was Cape St. Anthony, on the western tip of Cuba. Here they anticipated securing passage for New Amsterdam, the West India Company’s outpost on mainland North America. Thus, at the Cape, they negotiated a contract with the captain of the French barque Ste. Catherine (later mistakenly identified as the St. Charles), who agreed to transport them for the exorbitant fee of twenty-five hundred guilders, nine hundred to be paid in advance. In mid-summer, then, the Ste. Catherine headed north, and in early September 1654 it sailed into the mouth of the Hudson River, on the western tip of Manhattan Island, where it dropped anchor at the little fortress-town of New Amsterdam, “capital” of the New Netherlands.

In fact, the twenty-three hapless refugees on the Ste. Catherine were not the first Jews to set foot in this ramshackle village. Occasional Jewish traders from Dutch Brazil and the West Indies had passed through in earlier years. One of these, Jacob Barsimson, a young Central European Ashkenazi, had arrived directly from Holland only three weeks before the Recife passengers. Conceivably he was among the group of onlookers who witnessed the landing of the Ste. Catherine. It could not have been a happy sight. When the Jewish refugees failed to produce the balance of their passage money, the irate captain immediately sought and obtained a court order to attach their furniture. And when a public auction did not cover the debt, two of the Jews were promptly clapped in the stockade. There they remained until October, when kinsmen in Amsterdam finally dispatched the needed funds.

The ordeal of the Recife immigrants had only begun. Thus far they had subsisted on handouts provided by Jacob Barsimson and by one Solomon Pietersen, who may also have been a Jew. But winter was coming and the newcomers would require shelter and hot meals. At the last moment, Dominie Johannes Megapolensis and his colleagues of the local Dutch Reformed Church provided a few hundred guilders, for the “Jews have come weeping and bemoaning their misery.” The churchmen were influenced less by Christian charity, as it happened, than by expectation that the newcomers soon would be gone. New Amsterdam’s governor, Pieter Stuyvesant, was known to be hostile to Jews. Earlier, as governor of Curaçao, he had been exasperated by the local Jewry’s aversion to farming, by their incorrigible preference for commerce. Stuyvesant had not presumed to exile them from Curaçao, for the West India Company favored toleration as a mercantilist principle. Nor would he act on his own now in expelling the Recife fugitives. Yet, writing to the Dutch West India Company board in Amsterdam, he warned that the Jews were notorious for “their usury and deceitful trading with the Christians.” They should be ordered out.

Before a reply could arrive, still another contingent of Jews arrived in New Amsterdam, in March 1655. The newcomers—five families and three unmarried males—had sailed direct from Holland. They were not indigent. Neither were they obsequious. Rather, they made clear their intention of organizing a congregation and conducting Hebrew religious services. The prospect was altogether too much for Johannes Megapolensis. Adding his appeal to Stuyvesant’s, the dominie warned, in his letter to the Church classis in Amsterdam, and through them to the company, that


as we have here Papists, Mennonites and Lutherans among the Dutch, also many Puritans or Independents, and many Atheists and various other servants of Baal among the English under this Government, who conceal themselves under the name of Christians, it would create still greater confusion if the obstinate and immovable Jews came to settle here.



As it happened, the “obstinate and immovable Jews” were not without contacts of their own. Among these were several important Jewish stockholders in the West India Company. They in turn reminded the board that the original Recife fugitives had “risked their possessions and their blood in defense of the lost [Brazilian] Dutch colony,” that Jews had brought only economic benefit wherever in the Dutch Empire they had settled. The argument registered. In its response, the board instructed Stuyvesant to allow the Jews to settle, worship, and trade in New Netherlands, provided “the poor among them shall not become a burden to the Deaconry or the Company, but be supported by their own nation.” When Stuyvesant ventured a second protest, suggesting that “giving them liberty, we cannot refuse the Lutherans and Papists,” the board had an answer for that, too. It was for the Jews to conduct their religious activities in private, to refrain from building a public house of worship.

The newcomers meanwhile set about earning their livelihoods. They subsisted as butchers, metalworkers, importers, peddlers. Renting their lodgings, securing access to their own burial ground, they also managed somehow to provide for their indigent and orphaned. The feat was accomplished in the face of Stuyvesant’s endless harassment. Evading the Company’s injunction at every opportunity, the governor forbade Jews to trade with the Indians, to buy homes or business premises, to open shops for retail trade, to vote (as by then they could in the Netherlands itself), to hold office or serve in the militia. It does not appear that Stuyvesant was animated by bigotry alone. In their financial desperation and wary demeanor, the Jews seemingly confirmed his charge that they were “very repellent … to the people.” Early court records suggest that their ordeal had stripped them of the civilities common even to a frontier society. Asser Levy van Swellem (a man possibly of Ashkenazic origin), one of the Ste. Catherine twenty-three, sued a Jewish butcher who had accused him of consorting with thieves. Mrs. Abraham de Lucena called one of her fellow Jews a rogue. He called her a whore. Jacob Barsimson and Isaac Israel exchanged blows in Abraham de Lucena’s storehouse. Moses de Lucena was caught in a fistfight with a Dutch burgher. Elias Silva was arrested for carnal intimacy with a Negro woman, another man’s slave, and thereupon departed New Amsterdam. Among the Dutch settlers, the very word “Jew” became a term of reproach. Gisbert van Imbrough brought suit against Altjen Syrnats when Syrnats, in the heat of quarrel, called van Imbrough a Jew.

Despite all constraint and public contumely, the early Jewish settlers gradually circumvented their restrictions. They were still white people, after all, subjects of the Dutch Crown in an outpost vulnerable to economic shortages, marauding Indians, and covetous British neighbors. Bit by bit, they won their way into the fur and retail trades. The energetic Asser Levy soon was marching with local militiamen against the Algonquin Indians. As early as 1656, a second Company directive allowed Jews to own real estate, to trade freely, to be spared discriminatory taxes. Numbering perhaps sixty at the end of the decade, the Jews had extended their foothold. They were openly conducting religious services, albeit in a rented house. When Jacob Barsimson refused to appear before a magistrate in a civil case on the Jewish Sabbath, he was not held in default. It was all the more ironic, therefore, that, even as it stood on the threshold of civil parity, the tiny Jewish enclave suddenly began to atrophy. In common with not a few Gentiles, they discerned a precarious future in an outpost flanked north and south by much larger British colonies. Once London passed the Acts of Trade and Navigation in the early 1660s, it appeared to be only a matter of time before the little Dutch frontier station would fall into English hands. In these years, then, most of New Amsterdam’s Jews sailed off. A few traveled direct to the Netherlands, others to Curaçao and Surinam, still others to Barbados. In 1663 the last departing group carried its Torah scroll back to Holland. Of the pioneer Jewish settlers, only Asser Levy remained.

A Widening Security Under the Union Jack

IN GREAT BRITAIN, meanwhile, the government belatedly was taking a leaf from the Netherlands’ example, allowing Jews to live openly, to worship and trade freely on English soil. A certain modest Jewish presence actually had developed even earlier, during the Cromwell regime. But once William III merged Britain and the Netherlands under the House of Orange in 1689, Dutch Sephardim began moving to England in more substantial numbers. They were joined by several thousand Central European Ashkenazim, eager to share in Britain’s prosperity as the world’s greatest trading power. As the most aggressive of the colonial empires, moreover, Britain by the late seventeenth century was prepared to countenance the provision of Jewish manpower and capital for its overseas possessions. A smattering of Jews surely was preferable to felons or indigents—or Roman Catholics. If treated well, they were likely to become loyal agents of colonialist policy. An official Board of Trade directive for Surinam (recently captured from the Dutch) summarized the British view: “Whereas we have found that the Hebrew nation now already resident here, have with their persons and property proved themselves useful and beneficial to this colony, [we are] desirous further to encourage them to continue their residence and trade here.”

Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, some two thousand Jews settled in the British West Indies. Most were Sephardim. They arrived, initially as marranos, from Portuguese Brazil and from the Spanish and Netherlands Antilles. Soon afterward, professing Jews arrived direct from Holland and from Britain itself. By the early 1700s, Jews were to be found in every one of Britain’s Caribbean possessions, including 1,000 in Jamaica, 275 in Barbados, 75 in Nevis. Most were small tradesmen, but a substantial minority became important coffee and sugar planters. Although barred from holding office and serving on juries, they enjoyed full religious and economic freedom. Soon, then, they proved the Board of Trade’s gamble a sound one. By the late eighteenth century, Britain was conducting one-third of its seaborne trade with the West Indies, and Jews had emerged as major figures in that commerce. Indeed, the largest share of the import-export trade between England and Jamaica was in their hands. Ample records attest to the Jews’ comfortable homes, their plate and jewelry, their slaves. They also lived full-orbed Jewish lives. Jamaica possessed five synagogues by 1776, together with ritual baths, kosher abattoirs, Jewish schools. One of the students in Nevis’s Jewish school was the young Alexander Hamilton, denied admission to the Anglican parish school as an illegitimate child.

Like other overseas colonists, however, this comfortable Jewish enclave gradually shared its activities with the more temperate North American mainland. By 1667, following Britain’s conquest of New Netherlands (soon to be divided into the colonies of New York and New Jersey), the original pioneer Jewish community in New Amsterdam had all but vanished. Then with the enlargement of British settlement in ensuing decades, small numbers of Jews joined the migration to New York, and subsequently to other British mainland colonies. They numbered barely two hundred fifty by the end of the seventeenth century, in a white population of some eighty thousand. At first most were Sephardim, from England, Holland, or the Caribbean islands. Yet by the early eighteenth century increasing numbers among them were Ashkenazim from German-speaking Europe, Most of these were Dorfjuden, village Jews, who had not shared in the widening commercial opportunities of their city cousins. Few suffered overt physical persecution on the Continent any longer, but their economic disabilities remained vexatious, often crippling. Except for the Netherlands, Jews in Europe still were denied access to land ownership in the countryside, freedom of personal residence, the right to practice law and medicine. By contrast, these feudal restrictions had not been transplanted to the British overseas empire. So far as was known, the most daunting challenges in British North America were the Indians and the wilderness.

The assumption proved only partly correct. It was true that few of the Jewish newcomers endured quite the desperate economic circumstances of the original New Amsterdam Jews. Most were lowermiddle-class. They brought with them some modest savings and a certain mercantile experience. Most came as young bachelors, without the responsibility of families to limit their mobility. Even so, their legal status remained uncertain. On the one hand, they enjoyed the generalized protection of the royal government. On the other, they faced local doctrinal suspicions that often were as harsh as any they had endured in the Old World. By royal charter, London had delegatedz several of its North American colonies to the governance of intensely pietistic Christian Nonconformist groups. These sects were intent on maintaining their own theocratic oligarchies, their own tightly exclusionary religious societies. In Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Hampshire, the established church was Congregationalist, the American version of English Puritan. Maryland initially was Catholic. In Virginia, Georgia, and South Carolina, British Anglicanism functioned as the established church. It was a denominational parochialism that created serious legal and economic obstacles to “nonbelievers.” At the least, it denied Jews—and usually Catholics—political equality to the very eve of the American Revolution.

In practice, circumstances varied from colony to colony. With its burgeoning trade economy, New York once again was the logical first port of call for Jews. Moreover, under the terms of the Treaty of Breda of 1667, Britain guaranteed full rights of worship, trade, individual property, and inheritance to all inhabitants of the former New Netherlands. The Jews shared in those rights. It was less than full citizenship, to be sure, with the attendant opportunity to hold office. Jews still were forbidden to build a synagogue, and even were obliged to pay taxes to the Anglican Church. But within a few decades, these restrictions lapsed. Among a Protestant community still largely obsessed by the historic danger of Roman Catholicism, a hundred or so local Jews hardly presented a threat. By the opening of the eighteenth century, New York’s Jews were worshipping openly in their own Shearith Israel congregation (although still in rented facilities), voting in elections, serving on juries and as executors of estates. In 1718, Jews served as constables in three of New York’s seven wards. Ten years later, they erected their first synagogue. By mid-century, they enjoyed most of the political rights of the Protestant majority, and far many more than those allowed Catholics.

In dour New England their experience was rather different. Here, except for Roger Williams’s breakaway Rhode Island, nonCongregationalists were second-class citizens. The Jews were less than that. Rejecting the divinity of Jesus Christ, they were denied permission even to reside in Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Hampshire. In 1668, one Solomon, described as “ye Malata Jew,” was prosecuted in Essex County, Massachusetts, for “profaning the Lord’s Day.” He was found traveling through Wenham on Sunday, en route to Piscatqua. The merchants Isaac Abrahams and Solomon Franco were “warned out” of New Hampshire as undesirable strangers. Then, in the aftermath of Britain’s “Glorious Revolution” of 1688, the colonial administration of New England gradually reverted to the hands of more tolerant royal governors. In ensuing years, the minuscule number of Jews who traded in Massachusetts and Connecticut rarely suffered deprivation. They were non-Catholics, after all. Soon they were purchasing and bequeathing homes, serving as witnesses in Boston courts, occasionally even functioning as constables.

As early as 1656, Jews were permitted residence rights in Quaker Pennsylvania and Anglican New Jersey. By the late eighteenth century they experienced only marginal limitations on the franchise and office-holding. The hundred or so Jews residing in Philadelphia by mid-century earned their livelihoods in relative security. It was only in Maryland that the universal fear of “papists” seriously imperiled the Jews’ legal status. Originally a Catholic colony, Maryland assumed the religion of its Protestant majority by the mid-1600s. In their zeal, the latter disfranchised the former—and all other non-Protestants. In 1658 one Jacob Lumbrozo, a “Jew doctor” traveling through Maryland, had the breathtaking temerity to suggest in a conversation with a group of locals that Jesus was no more than a man, that his resurrection had been accomplished “by the Art Magick.” Lumbrozo was duly arrested, tried, and sentenced to death for blasphemy (when tactlessness alone might have earned him this fate). He was spared later that year when Richard Cromwell became Lord Protector of England and proclaimed a general amnesty. The blasphemy law remained on the books, in any case, together with injunctions against Jewish public worship and political rights of any sort. Meanwhile, in Anglican Virginia during the colonial period, Catholics, Dissenters, and Jews remained equally beyond the pale.

By contrast, South Carolina’s constitution was framed by the English liberal political philosopher John Locke. Its ironclad guarantees of freedom of conscience excluded Catholics but included “Jews, heathens and disenters [sic]” Thus, from the moment a handful of Jews sailed into Charles Town harbor in 1680, they were free to worship and own property. By the early 1700s, Jews were voting in elections and in theory even were eligible for membership in the House of Assembly. Once South Carolina became populated, and its need for manpower less urgent, the older tidewater settlers moved to limit the franchise to Protestants; but even then, the tiny nucleus of Jews in Charles Town sensed little meaningful change. They continued to trade, to worship, to execute legal documents, to sit on juries. In neighboring Georgia, the Jewish experience was even more benign. Founded in 1733 by the English general-philanthropist James Oglethorpe, this vast plantation was envisaged as a haven for imprisoned debtors. As it happened, London also had its share of Jewish indigents, many of them newcomers from Eastern Europe. Traditionally, the Bevis Marks (Sephardic) synagogue assumed responsibility for the Jewish poor. It occurred to the synagogue board now that a better solution was to divert indigents to Oglethorpe’s Georgia asylum and sustain them there.

The idea was rather less appealing to the plantation’s trustees, who were alarmed lest Georgia “become a Jewish colony” and all their Christian settlers “fall off and depart as leaves from a tree in autumn.” Too late. By early 1734, the first contingent of forty-one Jews had arrived. Informed by lawyers that the Georgia charter tolerated all immigrants except Catholics, Governor Oglethorpe raised no further objections. Indeed, evincing no personal animus himself against Jews, he settled the newcomers on the fringes of his own tract of land, rented them a house for their religious services, allocated a plot for their cemetery. Over time, other handfuls of Jews arrived. They were a mixed bag of Sephardim and Ashkenazim, farmers and tradesmen, and their relations with their neighbors were entirely equable. In 1737 John Wesley, who spent two unhappy years in Georgia, wrote in his Journal: “I began learning Spanish, in order to converse with my Jewish parisoners [sic], some of whom seem nearer the mind that was in Christ than many who call him Lord.” Although the franchise and public office nominally were restricted to Protestants, Jews were participating in elections as early as mid-century. In 1765 two Jews were elected port officials of Savannah.

Altogether, by the mid-eighteenth century, Jews were experiencing a freedom of personal circumstance in North America that was functionally quite tolerable, if legally somewhat amorphous. The better to exploit their talents, moreover, and those of other non-Catholics, London set out to regularize the status of its overseas population. Under a new Uniform Naturalization Act of 1740, aliens henceforth would be qualified for citizenship provided they had been born or had resided for seven years in a British colony, and swore loyalty to the Crown. Jews residing in the British West Indies were the Act’s initial beneficiaries. Some one hundred fifty of them acquired naturalization between 1740 and 1776, Others who achieved this status included thirty-five Jews in New York, about twenty in Pennsylvania, and one each in South Carolina, Massachusetts, and Maryland. Yet it was hardly the Act itself that determined the pace of Jewish normalization in the colonies. On the mainland, review of an applicant’s credentials was the rather arbitrary prerogative of individual courts. Few Jews bothered to go that route. With every passing year, they preferred simply to exercise their de facto rights of domicile, trade, worship, and, increasingly, franchise. Eligibility for public office was not an urgent concern. The Uniform Naturalization Act—the first Jewish emancipatory measure to be issued by a modern European government—in effect acknowledged the existing fact of Jewish security and stability in colonial America.

A Mercantile Community

THE MAINLAND’S FRAGILE JEWISH outpost gained a certain demographic depth in ensuing decades. Britain’s victory in the Seven Years’ (French and Indian) War opened out new horizons for settlement and trade in North America. Accordingly, fresh rivulets of Jewish immigration appeared. Most of the newcomers still were Dorfjuden, German- or Yiddish-speaking men from small towns in Central Europe. Upon arriving in the New World, they preferred initially to dwell among their own, in the cities. Thus New York remained the major focus of settlement. By 1776, between three hundred and three hundred fifty Jews lived there, in a colonial Jewish population of approximately two thousand. Close behind were Newport, Philadelphia, Charles Town, and Savannah. Perhaps 60 percent of American Jews lived in these cities, with smaller numbers in New Haven, Providence, Perth Amboy, and Lancaster. Most were petty traders, and most continued on in North America as retailers and artisans. Among them, however, emerged several impressive business successes. In New York, Samson Simpson and Jacob Franks acted as purchasing agents for the British armed forces on the mainland. During the 1754–63 French and Indian War, Simpson purchased and leased out to the Royal Navy four gunbearing privateers; Hayman Levy, two; Jacob Franks and Judah Hays, one each. By mid-century, Jews accounted for possibly 15 percent of the colonies’ import-export firms, dealing largely in cocoa, rum, wine, fur, and textiles. Beyond his role as purchasing agent, as importer, and as real estate investor, the redoubtable Hayman Levy also became the colonies’ single largest fur trader. Indians lined the streets outside his New York warehouse to offer him their pelts. One of his employees was the young John Jacob Astor. Ultimately, Levy developed a merchant empire that left him upon his death in 1763 by far the richest Jew in North America. His son David further enlarged the family estate through astute real estate investment. A Levy brother-in-law, Isaac Moses, owned a fleet of merchant vessels that plied the coastal route from Montreal to Savannah. With Samson Simpson, he was the founder of the New York Chamber of Commerce in 1768.

The Jews of Newport represented an even more impressive success story. During the French and Indian War, the dynamic little Rhode Island port initially flourished as a center for British privateering. In peacetime afterward, Newport developed an extensive West Indian trade. As a major focus of the whaling industry, too, the town by 1760 was operating seventeen sperm oil refineries and candle factories. Jews built much of this thriving economy. On the eve of the Revolution, approximately one hundred fifty of them lived in Newport, almost as many as in Philadelphia, and nearly half the number in New York. They figured prominently in the coastal and international trade. One of their number, Aaron Lopez, wrote an unforgettable chapter of colonial business history. The Lopez and Rivera clans were descendants of Portuguese marranos. Settling in Newport early in the eighteenth century, the Riveras prospered as shippers and wholesalers. Moses Lopez, who married into the family, also thrived. In 1752 Moses invited his brother Duarte to emigrate from Lisbon to join him. Accepting the offer, Duarte Lopez and his family departed Portugal as marranos. Upon reaching America, they openly resumed their ancestral faith. Duarte underwent the painful ordeal of circumcision and adopted the name Aaron. His wife, Anna, became Abigail. Their daughter, Catherine, henceforth was Sarah. Aaron (Duarte) Lopez then remarried his wife in a Jewish ceremony. Thereafter, he wasted little time in setting out as a merchant shipper. Five years into the post-1763 boom, Lopez owned in whole or jointly with the Rivera family thirty ocean-going vessels and some one hundred coastal schooners. From Newfoundland to the West Indies, from Lisbon to London, his ships and cargoes figured prominently in the molasses and slave trades. Respected as much for public-spiritedness as for business acumen, Lopez by 1776 had emerged as Newport’s most eminent citizen.

In the deep South, meanwhile, Charleston (formerly Charles Town) supported a Jewry very nearly as prosperous as Newport’s. A major producer of rice and indigo, a gateway to the West Indian trade, the town by the late eighteenth century encompassed a mixed community of two hundred Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews, the second largest Jewish community in North America. Most were small tradesmen, but among them also appeared plantation owners, slave dealers, and importer-exporters. Francis Salvador, born in England, was the grandson of the first Jewish director of the British East India Company. He was also the son-in-law of the absentee owner of one hundred thousand acres of prime South Carolina soil. Dispatched to America in 1766 to care for this estate, Salvador transformed the plantation into a model of enlightened agriculture and achieved recognition as one of South Carolina’s pre-eminent citizens. Moses Lindo arrived in Charleston from his native London in 1756, invested in an indigo plantation, energetically promoted the fabulous Carolina indigo trade, and became the Board of Trade “certifier” for all indigo exports.

Elsewhere in the colonies, other Jews shared in the opening of the frontier. Abraham Mordecai conducted an extensive Indian trade along the lower Mississippi (and eventually married an Indian woman). The Gratz brothers, Michael and Bernard, made a good thing of extensive land purchases west of the Alleghenies. In 1775 the three Hart brothers of Kentucky joined a North Carolina judge, Richard Henderson, in forming the Transylvania Company. In a treaty with the Cherokee nation, the partners bartered ten thousand pounds of merchandise for the twenty-million-acre stretch of Kentucky south of the Kentucky River. A Hart employee, the frontiersman Daniel Boone, recruited a Jewish lad as his assistant, one Samuel Sanders, who had been convicted in a London court of “clipping coins” and deported to Virginia Colony for seven years’ servitude. Sanders became a son to Boone, who had lost his own son in an Indian attack two years earlier. Eventually Sanders, too, was captured by a Shawnee tribe; he chose to marry and remain among them.

How far, then, had the Jews come, on the threshold of the Revolution? In none of the colonies were they legally entitled to occupy high public office. Yet the prohibition rarely evinced deep-seated animus. Anti-Catholic hostility always was much more intense. Unlike the restrictions imposed on Catholics, not a single law ever was enacted in British North America specifically to disable Jews. To be sure, in England, and in the Netherlands, too, Jews enjoyed considerable religious and even political freedom. Nevertheless, they were much better off in the New World than in the Old. They were free not only to engage in any trade, in any colony, but also to own a home in any neighborhood. In New York and Rhode Island, Jews could attend university (an all-but-unimaginable boon in Europe). Their neighbors at worst were suspicious or unfriendly, but few taunted them, and instances of physical molestation were quite rare. By 1776, the two thousand Jews of colonial America unquestionably were the freest Jews on earth.

The Catalyst of Revolution

LIKE THEIR GENTILE counterparts, Jewish businessmen of the latter eighteenth century chafed at Britain’s restrictive fiscal and mercantile policies. They, too, joined in the nonimportation and nonconsumption agreements, boycotting British goods and services. But they also shared the widespread ambivalence about rebellion. After the battles of Lexington and Concord, some Jews remained Loyalists, others became Whigs, and many others equivocated. Families divided in the Revolution. There were Gomezes, Lopezes, and Hayses in both the colonial and the British camp. Members of the renowned Franks clan of New York and Philadelphia, who had made their greatest fortunes as suppliers to the British armed forces, were endlessly grateful for the Empire’s protection and benevolence. In Philadelphia, the beauteous Rebecca Franks reigned as queen of a society ball attended by General Sir Henry Clinton, the new British commander. Rodrigo Pacheco, Philip Moses, and Abraham Wag, among other leading citizens of New York, remained behind British lines. And once the British evacuated the city, not a few Jews fled to British protection on Long Island or in Philadelphia. Not a few also paid for their loyalty. After the war, several were driven into exile, losing their estates and even their lives. David Franks left for England, never to return. Isaac Hart, a cultured Newport merchant shipper who had joined the flight to British sanctuary on Long Island, was bayoneted to death by vindictive Whigs.

By far the majority of Jews chose the side of the colonists. Some left businesses and homes in New York, Newport, Savannah, and Charleston specifically to be free of British rule. Approximately one hundred Jews performed military service in the Revolution, most in local and state militias. A few died, some were wounded or captured. Almost the entire young adult Jewish male population of Charleston served in Captain William Lushington’s company, which accordingly became known as the “Jew Company.” One of the first Charlestonians killed in action was the beloved Francis Salvador, ambushed and scalped by Indians in the pay of the British. Several Jews rose to high rank. Mordecai Sheftal of Savannah was deputy commissary general of issue for Georgia. Colonel Solomon Bush became adjutant general of the Pennsylvania militia. Lieutenant Colonel David S. Franks—a cousin of the Loyalist David Franks—served as adjutant to General Benedict Arnold. Dr. Philip Moses Russell, George Washington’s surgeon, endured the hardships of Valley Forge.

Of more noteworthy service yet to the Revolution were Jewish blockade-runners, civilian contractors, financiers. A particularly successful blockade-runner was Isaac Moses & Co., whose Amsterdam branch shipped goods to the Dutch Caribbean island of Saint Eustatius, whence Jewish shippers carried them to American ports. Other Jewish shippers were less fortunate. Aaron Lopez of Newport lost the bulk of his merchant fleet to British naval interception. By war’s end, this legend of New England merchant shipping was financially ruined. He would never recover his fortune. The role of civilian contractors was even more vital to the colonial effort. In their European tradition, numerous Jewish wholesale merchants provided the army with clothing, gunpowder, lead, and other needed equipment. Bernard and Michael Gratz manufactured uniforms, employing the manpower of local poorhouses. Joseph Simon manufactured rifles in Lancaster. More commonly, suppliers subcontracted. It was a financial risk. The Continental Congress took its time settling accounts, and some contractors never were recompensed.

Of the Revolutionary financiers, Haym Salomon was by far the most eminent. Born in Poland, Salomon immigrated to New York in 1772, at the age of thirty-two. There he resumed his European vocation of bill-brokering—in this case, the purchase and sale at a discount of the innumerable currencies circulating along the Atlantic seaboard. With the outbreak of the Revolution, Salomon moved to Philadelphia and promptly set about negotiating the sale of Continental bills of exchange for hard Dutch and French currencies. In a shrewd gesture, he asked only a negligible one-quarter of 1 percent for himself on the transactions. A grateful Continental Congress thereupon appointed Salomon official “Broker to the Office of Finance of the United States.” The French consulate similarly appointed him “Treasurer of the French Army in America.” From then on, throughout the war, endlessly advertising in the New York and Philadelphia press, the enterprising Salomon trumpeted his accomplishments as “ye official bill-broker.” His private business did not suffer. Neither is there doubt that his efforts to negotiate Continental currency and bonds were a godsend to the Revolutionary government, as were his personal interest-free loans to government officials, among them Madison, Jefferson, James Wilson, Edmond Randolph, and Generals von Steuben, St. Clair, and Mifflin of the Continental Army. The diaries of Robert Morris, superintendent of finances, contain several appreciative references to the “little Jew broker.”

Salomon’s aggressiveness in negotiating government loans, however, ultimately did him in. When he died in 1785 at the age of fortyfive, leaving a widow and four young children, he was rumored to be owed $638,000 by defaulting public and private debtors. He was insolvent. For that matter, from Aaron Lopez to Mordecai Sheftal to Salomon, nearly every Jewish contractor, privateer, and financier of note came out of the Revolution with his fortune either gone or painfully diminished. Yet in Salomon’s case, the magnitude of the government’s debt was never documented. Later, the debt even was questioned by some historians. It is significant that Salomon himself did not present a claim for repayment. That step was taken, rather, years afterward by his posthumous son, Haym B. Salomon, who maintained an extensive correspondence on the subject with Presidents Madison and Tyler and who finally pressed his case with Congress in 1846, when he was sixty-one and poor. After Haym B.’s death, Salomon’s heirs continued to petition Congress. Their appeals no longer were for money, however, but for a commemorative medal to honor their ancestor. Ethnic pride was at stake. By the early twentieth century, exposed to an upsurge of nativist racism, Jews
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