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I humbly dedicate this work to the blessed memory of the Jews of Salok (Salakas), the northeastern Lithuanian village where my parents were born. For generations the Rosenberg and Kopelovsky families lived in Salok, where Jews made up half the population. Many Salok Jews migrated to the United States, Great Britain or South Africa. My mother Ethel received this photograph around 1935. It shows her fashionably dressed relatives and friends who remained in Salok. In 1941 during the Holocaust, the Jews of Salok were rounded up at gun-point, marched to a forest and murdered.
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INTRODUCTION



And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.

John F. Kennedy.1

Loyalty is “the willing and practical and thoroughgoing devotion of a person to a cause.”

Josiah Royce.2

The hit show on Broadway in 1942 was Irving Berlin’s This Is the Army. The following year, it was made into a Hollywood movie. The show raised six million dollars for the Army Emergency Relief Fund. It was based on Berlin’s World War I show Yip Yip Yaphank, written in 1918 while he was at boot camp with the Seventy-Seventh Infantry Division at Cape Upton, Long Island. Producing the show was, for Irving Berlin, a labor of patriotic love since “nothing is closer to my heart.”3

One of its great songs is “This Is the Army, Mr. Jones.” It tells of a group of recruits including Mister Jones, Mister Green, and Mister Brown who will forgo the comforts of home and the company of girlfriends, and instead, must respond promptly to the bugle call and obey the commands of the sergeant.

The United States Army is the army of Mister Jones, Mister Green, and Mister Brown. It is also the army of Mister Levy, Mister Mordecai, Mister Siegel, Mister Goldberg, and Mister Cohen.

The poem “To Hester Street,” written during World War I, epitomizes the commitment of Jews to their American homeland. Jewish recruits such as Feinberg, Pelz, Epstein, Horwitz, Sachs, and Mirsky, dressed in khaki, are ready and eager to serve their country.4

Jews first arrived in America in 1654, yearning, as did the Pilgrims, for religious freedom and economic opportunity. Throughout the annals of American history, Jews have formed but a small fraction of the total population. Since the birth of the nation, Jews have fought in America’s wars. Francis Salvador was killed at the start of the American Revolutionary War. Edmund Louis Gray Zalinski entered the Civil War at age fourteen to become the youngest lieutenant in the Union army. He was the inventor of the pneumatic torpedo gun. Albert Abraham Michelson graduated from the US Naval Academy and went on to become professor of physics at the University of Chicago. In 1907, Michelson was the first American to win a Nobel Prize in a science. During World War I, Bernard Baruch served as chairman of the War Industries Board to provide armaments for the US Army and Navy. After D-day, David Sarnoff set up a radio system in Europe linking all Allied armies. In the 1950s, Lewis L. Strauss was chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission.

Fifty Americans of Jewish ancestry have reached the rank of general or admiral in the armed services of the United States. Among them are Steven Blum, Sidney Weinstein, Julius Ochs Adler, Julius Klein, Sidney Shachnow, Ephraim Jaffe, Maurice Rose, Abel Davis, Alfred Mordechai Jr., David Sarnoff, Frederick Knefler, Edward Salomon, Wesley Clark, Victor Krulak, Jeremy Boorda, Uriah Levy, Hyman Rickover, and Joseph Taussig. Many came from immigrant families, starting at the bottom and achieving their individual success through tenacity and ability. They served in peacetime and in war, with the awesome responsibility to lead men into battle.

American Jews periodically have faced accusations of cowardice, money grubbing, profiteering, shirking their military duty, being a nation within a nation, and even disloyalty. The blockade of Southern exports during the Civil War led to attempts to smuggle cotton overland to feed the North’s great demand for uniforms, tents, and medical supplies. Angered by cotton speculators who followed his army into the South, General Ulysses S. Grant focused on the Jews. On December 17, 1862, he issued his infamous General Order No. 11. It reads: “The Jews, as a class violating every regulation of trade established by the Treasury Department and also department orders, are hereby expelled…within twenty-four hours from the receipt of this order. Post commanders will see that all of this class of people be furnished passes and required to leave, and any one returning after such notification will be arrested and held in confinement until an opportunity occurs of sending them out as prisoners, unless furnished with a permit from headquarters.” Furthermore, Grant ordered “that no Jews be permitted to travel on the road southward.” These orders required all Jews in Mississippi, Tennessee, and Kentucky be expelled within twenty-four hours.5

The Jew “is a good and orderly citizen,” wrote Mark Twain in 1899. “He is quiet, peaceable, industrious, unaddicted to high crimes and brutal dispositions; that his family life is commendable; that he is not a burden upon public charities; that he is not a beggar; that in benevolence he is above the reach of competition. These are the very quintessential of good citizenship. If you can add that he is as honest as the average of his neighbors.… The Christian can claim no superiority over the Jew in the matter of good citizenship. Yet in all countries, from the dawn of history, the Jew has been persistently and implacably hated, and with frequency persecuted [and] is charged with an unpatriotic disinclination to stand by the flag as a soldier.”6

In 1904, Mark Twain took back his comment that Jews show “an unpatriotic disinclination to stand by the flag as a soldier.” He acknowledged he was ignorant, “like the rest of the Christian world,” of the facts. But he had “since seen the official statistics, and I find that he [the Jew] furnished both soldiers and officers to the Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Mexican War. In the Civil War, he was represented in the armies and navies of both the North and South in the same percentage as furnished by the Christian population of both sides…the Jew’s patriotism was not merely level to the Christians, but overpassed it. If the statistics are right, the Jew constitutes but one percent of the human race [and] ought hardly to be heard of; but he is heard of, has always been heard of.” Mark Twain could no longer “endorse the common supposition that the Jew is willing to feed upon a country but not fight for it…. That slur upon the Jew cannot hold up in the presence of the figures of the War Department.”7

The close of the nineteenth century witnessed the sharp rise of anti-Semitism in Europe and the United States. The trial of captain Alfred Dreyfus in France unleashed the notions that Jewish men were rootless and passive and lacked the strength, courage, and patriotism of the Aryan race.8 Harvard professor William Zebina Ripley in 1899, described Jews as “men without a country [and] out of harmony with his environment…. The European Jews had dark hair and dark eyes, and are all undersized, more often absolutely stunted [with] narrow-chests and deficient in lung capacity.” The inferior “Jewish chest” rendered them poor material for military duty. Western Europe and the United States were at risk of being swamped by the migration of these “miserable human beings…unless we restrict their ingress.”9 In 1891, Goldwin Smith claimed that the Jews are “a parasitic race [in which] the intense love of gain and addiction to money is ingrained.… Detached from their own country, they insert themselves for the purpose of gain into the houses of other nations, while they remain a marked and repellant nationality of their own.” Other nations fight with force, while the Jew “fights with intelligence.”10

Responding to Smith’s anti-Semitic accusation that American Jews shirked their patriotic duty, the prominent Washington lawyer Simon Wolf collected information to show that American Jews “have been unfailing in their devotion to their country’s cause [and have] performed an ample part in the protection of our liberties and have freely shared in the struggles in the preservation of our institutions.” Fighting on both sides of the Civil War, Jews stood with others “shoulder to shoulder on the field of battle.” Simon Wolf concluded that the “proportion of Jewish soldiers is, therefore, [not] only large, but is perhaps larger than that of any other faith in the United States.”11

Accusations that the Jews lacked patriotism and were intent on personal gain, increased during the first half of the twentieth century. The English writer G. K. Chesterton stated that Jews were cowardly and that bravery and patriotism were foreign to their makeup. “Moving in a crowd of his own kindred from country to country, and even from continent to continent [the Jew] may well feel that the events of a European war are meaningless energies of evil.”12 Between the world wars, Jews in Germany were accused of shirking their patriotic duty and stabbing the motherland in the back. Under Hitler, these prejudices grew into the evils of Nazism. In the 1930s, American isolationists accused Jews of goading the nation into conflict with Germany.

In America, Henry Ford and his Dearborn Independent newspaper claimed that Jews were out “to control the world, not by territorial acquisition, not by military aggression, not by governmental subjugation, but by control of the machinery of commerce and exchange.”13

The anti-Semitic articles of the Dearborn Independent were assembled in 1920 into a book with the title The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem. The book alleges that Jews controlled the world’s leading stock exchanges and “the world’s sources of news.” In the United States, Jews allegedly controlled the motion picture business, as well as the trade in sugar, tobacco, jewelry, and grain. Jews in America “have succeeded in everything…except farming.”14

Enlistment in the military is an imprecise measure of patriotism. During the Revolutionary War, offers of money and land were needed to induce enlistment. Despite severe punishment, desertions were high. At the start of the Civil War, both the North and South attracted many volunteers. But as the war became savage, the number of volunteer conscripts dropped sharply, leading to a military draft on both sides. Anti-draft riots rocked New York and other cities. Many failed to register and many others deserted. To get enough manpower for the United States armed services during World Wars I and II, strict national drafts were established.

My book, written a century and a quarter after Simon Wolf’s seminal work, refutes the libel of Jewish passivity and lack of patriotism by highlighting the active role of American Jews in uniform during the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, the two world wars, the little wars in between, and to our times. During these periods of conflict, American Jews have displayed an abundance of loyalty and courage. Their love of country continued beyond their military careers, making manifold contributions to the arts, entertainment, sciences, and to the general wellbeing of the nation.

This is the story of individual Jewish Americans coming from towns and cities across the nation, new immigrants and long-established families, volunteers and drafted, at all levels of education. Collectively, American Jews in uniform numbered in the hundreds of thousands. I tell the story of a few hundred of these Jewish Americans who fought for the United States from Revolutionary times to our day. Most were foot soldiers, but many were high-ranking officers and war heroes who, for their bravery and valor, gained the nation’s highest military awards. Most served through one war, but many others were career military officers. Serving in the military is a fundamental part of the centuries-long Jewish experience in the United States.

Washington Square at the rear of city hall in historic Charleston, South Carolina, holds a dozen monuments, murals, plaques, and markers. Among them is a plaque commemorating Francis Salvador. It reads: “First Jew in South Carolina to hold public office and to die for American independence. Born an aristocrat, he became a democrat; An Englishman, he cast his lot with America; True to his ancient faith, he gave his life; For new hopes of human liberty and understanding.”

Born in London in 1747, Francis Daniel Salvador was a member of a wealthy Sephardi family. His uncle Joseph was the first Jewish director of the Dutch East India Company. Francis married Joseph’s daughter Sarah, adding her dowry of £13,000 to his inheritance of £60,000. Francis purchased seven thousand acres in the Carolina Colony. Leaving his family behind in London, Francis arrived in Charleston in 1773 to develop his vast property and build the family’s fortune. He served in the Provisional Congress of South Carolina. Salvador became friendly with John Rutledge, Henry Laurens, and Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, members of the wealthiest Carolina families and leaders in the struggle for American independence. In 1774, Francis Salvador was appointed a delegate to South Carolina’s first and second Provincial Congresses, making him the first Jew elected to public office in the thirteen colonies. Salvador joined a party of Patriots to attack South Carolina Loyalists and their Cherokee allies. In a battle near the Keowee River, on August 1, 1776, Salvador was shot, fell from his horse, was scalped, and died from his wounds, at age twenty-nine. His son, John Lovel Salvador, converted to the Anglican church and became a minister.15

White settlers, beginning with the Pilgrims, came to the New World to escape persecution and to seek opportunity. “Almost from the beginning of the Colonial era, Jews have been part of the American population.”16 The first Jews to come to America were the descendants of those who settled in the Iberian Peninsula following the Roman conquest of Judea and the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 AD. They were called Sephardim, from Sepharad, the Hebrew word for Spain. The Sephardic Golden Age occurred under Muslim rule from the tenth through to the twelve centuries. Aviva Ben-Ur wrote that: “The community produced courtiers, Hebrew poets and grammarians, philosophers, military leaders, and exceptional rabbinic leaders, including the legalist Moses Maimonides and Judah Halevi.” After the Christian conquest of Spain, the “Jewish religious and legal status steadily declined.” The Inquisition, starting in 1478, forced many Jews to convert to Christianity. Even after converting to Christianity, they were accused of being secret Jews, called Marranos, after the Castilian word for “swine.” In 1492, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella expelled the Jews of Spain, numbering some two hundred thousand. Half of the exiles moved west into Portugal, but the brutal Inquisition followed them, and many were burnt at the stake. The crypto-Jews who survived were forced to move further away, and formed Sephardi communities in Amsterdam, Antwerp, London, and Bordeaux. Others moved east to seek the protection of the Ottoman Empire.17 Small Jewish communities formed in the Dutch West Indies and Brazil. Recife in northeastern Brazil became a major sugar producing center. During the Dutch colonization (1630-1654), Recife had a thriving Jewish community. The Portuguese reconquered Brazil from the Netherlands, bringing the Inquisition with them, forcing the Jews to make yet another move. Most sailed for Amsterdam, a smaller number to Curaçao and Suriname. In the year 1654, twenty-three Jews fleeing the Inquisition in Portuguese Brazil, boarded the St. Catherine to sail for New Amsterdam.

The Portuguese Jews were not welcomed by the Dutch governor, Peter Stuyvesant, who described them as “very repugnant…a despicable race [and] the hateful enemies and blasphemers of the name of Christ.” To the Dutch West Indian Company in Amsterdam, Stuyvesant wrote that the Jews should “not be allowed further to infect and trouble this new colony.” He insisted “in a friendly way” that the Jews depart. Asser Levy and other Jews petitioned the company for permission to remain in New Amsterdam.18 Noting that these Jews had lost all their possessions when the Portuguese wrested Brazil from the Dutch, and that Dutch Jews invested heavily in the company, the Dutch West Indian Company informed Stuyvesant that it would be “unreasonable and unfair” to expel them. The Portuguese Jews “may travel and trade to and from New Netherland, and live and remain there, provided that the poor among them shall not become a burden to the company, but be supported by their own nation.”19 Peter Stuyvesant reluctantly allowed the Jews to remain but imposed restrictions and taxes on them. In 1664, the British took the colony from the Dutch. Hoping for a warmer welcome, Asser Levy and the other Jews swore their allegiance to the British crown. New Amsterdam was renamed New York. Congregation Shearith Israel (the Remnants of Israel) was established in 1682 but houses of prayer were permitted only “to those who professed faith in Christ.” The Jewish congregation of New York did not get its own building until 1730. Called the Spanish and Portuguese synagogue, and following Sephardi customs, it became the center of life for New York Jews. The cemetery of the synagogue holds the graves of eighteen Jews who fought in the Revolutionary War.20 By 1830, the Jewish population of New York City reached only three hundred souls. Shearith Israel was the only Jewish congregation in New York until 1825. America’s early Jews, the Lazarus, Tobias, Louzada, Hendricks, Dreyfous, Myers, and the de Lucena families were linked by marriages consecrated in the Shearith Israel synagogue. Many were merchants and prospered.

Jews settled in Charleston soon after the 1669 charter of the Carolina Colony. The early settlers were Sephardi Jews coming from London and Amsterdam. The community gained new members after the Spanish invasion of Georgia in 1733 and the fear of yet another inquisition. Charleston’s Kahal Kadish Beth Elohim synagogue opened in 1749.Jews coming from Barbados in 1658 settled in Newport, Rhode Island and were involved in trade with the West Indies and Britain. Augmented by relatives and friends coming from Holland and Curaçao, the Jews prospered in Newport’s candle-making, rum distilleries, sugar refineries, cordage, and, especially in shipping and whaling. By 1760, the town had several hundred Jews, centered by the Yeshuat Israel synagogue, with Isaac Touro serving as its religious leader. The Jewish community in Savannah, Georgia began with Portuguese-speaking Jews who established congregation Mikveh Israel. The Jewish community of Philadelphia began in 1740 and congregation Mikveh Israel was established five years later.

New York, Newport, Philadelphia, Charleston, and Savannah where America’s Jews first settled are port cities. Since colonial times, the Port Jews of these cities developed extensive contacts with family and co-religionists in Jamaica, Barbados, Suriname and Curaçao, as well as in London, Bordeaux, Amsterdam and Trieste. Colonial America produced candles from whale oil, tobacco, lumber, and supplied much of the food to feed slaves on Caribbean sugar plantations. The American merchants imported molasses to manufacture rum, cloth from India, cocoa from Curaçao, and sugar from Jamaica and Barbados. Leading Port Jews such as Aaron Lopez of Newport and David Franks of Philadelphia assumed leadership positions in their Jewish communities. The colonial-era Port Jews “through their commercial activity [had] a direct influence on the foundations of the United States.”21

Born in New York in 1725, Myer Myers became a leading silversmith, who also fashioned beautiful candlesticks and Torah finials for Shearith Israel, and for the Sephardi communities in Savannah, Georgia (Mikveh Israel), Richmond, Virginia (Beth Shalom), Charleston, South Carolina (Beth Elohim) and Newport, Rhode Island (Yeshuat Israel). Moses Myers, born in New York in 1753, married Eliza Judah Chapman. After the American Revolution, he moved his family to Norfolk, Virginia, where he ran an export-import business. These early Jews were eager to integrate into the larger American community—in dress, manners, culture, and language. During the colonial period: “To many of the wealthy, portraiture by leading contemporary artists served as a means of calling attention to their newly acquired riches. Wealthy Jewish merchants, too, commissioned their portraits from the fashionable portrait painters of the time like Gilbert Stuart and Charles Wilson Peale.”

Small numbers of German-speaking Jews arrived in America early in the eighteenth century to join the settled Sephardi community. Elijah Etting left Frankfurt-on-Main in 1758 to set up as a trader in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Elijah married Rachel Simon. Their son Solomon was born in Lancaster in 1763. In time, Solomon married Rachel Gratz, sister of Rebecca Gratz. “Exquisite to look upon Rebecca must have enthralled the artists who painted her,” among them Gilbert Stuart and Thomas Sully.22

The well-to-do German Jews of colonial America, like the Sephardim before them, wished to identify with the prevailing elite. The Etting, Levy, Franks, and Gratz families commissioned Gilbert Stuart, Thomas Sully, and other leading artists to paint their portraits. The Jewish portraits commissioned in colonial and federal America show little reference to Judaism, nor do they reveal “the tensions the subjects felt about being both Jewish and American,” displaying their wish for full integration into American society.23

The thirteen British colonies of North America were far more welcoming of Jews than the Spanish, Portuguese, or French colonies of the New World. Yet, “in one way or another, the Protestant form of Christianity was the law of the land and supported by the colonial government …only church members were eligible to vote, to hold public office and to sit on juries.” These colonies followed the practice of the British parliament linking citizenship with the “true faith of a Christian.” These laws were applied with a measure of tolerance. Jews in New York, Charleston, Newport, and Savannah were permitted the free expression of their religion and allowed to build synagogues even before the Jewish religion was permitted in England. John Locke’s 1669 Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina sanctioned slavery, recognized the Church of England as the established church, but permitted entry to “Jews, heathens, and other dissenters from the purity of the Christian religion.”24 The Naturalization Act of 1740 was passed by the British parliament to further trade and colonization. The act granted citizenship in the thirteen North American colonies to aliens who had resided there for more than seven years. People “who profess the Jewish religion” were specifically allowed to omit from the oath of allegiance the phrase “upon the true faith of a Christian.”25 Among the Jews who paid two shillings to get their certificate of naturalization were Mathias Bush, who swore on the Old Testament, Samuel Myers Cohen, Mordecai Gomez, Abraham Rodriguez de Rivieres, Moses Lopez and Solomon Hart.26

In none of the thirteen British colonies of North America were Jews “legally entitled to occupy high public office,” wrote Howard M. Sachar, “not a single law was ever enacted specifically to disable Jews [from] engaging in any trade, in any colony, but also to own a house in any neighborhood … By 1776, the two thousand Jews of colonial America unquestioningly were the freest Jews on earth.”27

By 1820, the Jewish population of America, largely Sephardi, settled in New York, Newport, Philadelphia, Charleston, and Savannah, numbered together barely three thousand out of a total United States population of nearly ten million (0.3 percent). In 1840, American Jews numbered 15,000 among a total population of 17 million. In the 1850s, political and economic instability motivated Germans, including many Jews, to move to the United States. By 1880, the migration of Jews from Central Europe increased American Jewry to two hundred thirty thousand, to establish new Jewish communities in Cleveland, Cincinnati, Chicago and San Francisco. Most American Jews today are the descendants of the 2.5 million Yiddish-speaking East European immigrants who arrived in the United States between the years 1881 and 1924. They fled the poverty and pogroms of the Pale of Settlement to seek opportunity and religious freedom in the New World. In 1920, Jews comprised 3.3 percent of America’s 106 million people. In 2020, Jews—overwhelmingly Ashkenazi—numbered about 7 million of America’s 330 million people (2.19 percent).






THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION



The American Revolutionary War was not only a war against Great Britain, it was also a Civil War, pitting American against American. John Adams estimated that at the start of the Revolutionary War, “one-third of the whole population and more than one-third of the principal people of America were thoroughly opposed to the Revolution.” Loyalists were tarred and feathered, and their property confiscated. By the end of the war, some eighty thousand Loyalists fled their homeland for Canada, Great Britain, or the British Caribbean islands.1

“On the eve of the American Revolution,” wrote Jonathan D. Sarna, “Judaism remained all but invisible to most colonists. America’s two thousand or so Jews, located largely in the cities of New York, Newport, Philadelphia, Charleston and Savannah played only a minor role in shaping the great events of American Independence and the Revolutionary War.2 “By far the majority of the Jews chose the side of the colonists,” wrote Howard Sachar. “Approximately one hundred Jews performed military service in the Revolution, most in local and state militias. A few died, some were wounded or captured.”3

The image of the Jew in the early days of the American republic was “in its essentials taken over from the English [portraying] invidious stereotypes of the pawnbroker and businessman” together with the Jewish money lender, hunchback and Jewish criminal.4 Even the founding fathers of America would occasionally in the privacy of their letters make derogatory comments about Jews, especially about morality and business practices. John Adams complained that the British were “quite as selfish and as blind as the Jews.”5 On August 15, 1780, Adams wrote from London: “Here is a great body of Jews who are very busy in the English stocks. If America would establish funds, and a stock-jobbing system, she would soon make a figure among the Israelites. But this kind of bubbles, I hope she will avoid.6 Writing February 13, 1784, Adams criticized the sharp business practices of the Dutch: “Five or six people have all the money under their command, and they are as avaricious as any Jews in Jews Quarter.”7On May 19, 1786, John Adams wrote: “Here in London among the Jews. I wish not to borrow money in England but rather be bound in this respect for Holland.”8 To Thomas Jefferson on June 6, 1786, from London, Adams wrote: “Jews and Judaizing Christians are now scheming to buy up all our continental notes at two or three shillings in a pound, in order to oblige us to pay them at twenty shillings a pound.9 Despite his enlightened views on religion, Thomas Jefferson still held prejudices against Jews. “Ethics were so little studied among the Jews that, in their whole compilation called the Talmud, there is only one treatise on moral subjects.”10

After enduring centuries of upheaval, religious persecution, economic dislocation, and anti-Semitism in Europe, the Jews hoped to establish a safe and permanent home in America. The American Revolution, heralding liberty and independence, offered Jews the opportunity for religious freedom, the right to vote, to hold public office and become full and equal citizens. In 1777, New York was the first state to extend liberty of conscience to all native born, regardless of religion. Thomas Jefferson’s Act for Religious Freedom (1785) decreed that “our civil rights have no dependance on our religious opinions … all men shall be free to profess and by argument to maintain their opinions in matters of religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge or affect their civil capacities.” Jefferson regarded religion as “a matter which lies solely between man and his God” and called for “building a wall of separation between church and state.”11

After his visit to Yeshuat Israel, Newport (the Touro Synagogue) on August 18, 1790, President George Washington wrote: “The citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy—a policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it were the indulgence of one class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights, for, happily, the Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens in giving it on all occasions their effectual support. May the children of the stock of Abraham who dwell in this land continue to merit and enjoy the good will of the other inhabitants—while everyone shall sit in safety under his own vine and fig tree and there shall be none to make him afraid.”12

Other Jewish communities followed Touro in thanking George Washington. Levi Sheftall, president of the Hebrew congregation of Savannah, Georgia, wrote: “We have long been anxious of congratulating you on your appointment to the presidential dignity of this country, and of testifying our unbounded confidence in your integrity and unblemished virtue…. Your unexampled liberality and extensive philanthropy have dispelled the cloud of bigotry and superstition which has long as a veil shaded religion [and] enfranchised us with all the privileges and immunities of free citizens. By example you have taught us to endure the ravages of war with manly fortitude, and to enjoy the blessings of peace with reverence to the Deity and benignity and love to our fellow-creatures.”13

Washington responded: “I rejoice that a spirit of liberality and philanthropy is much more prevalent than it formerly was among the enlightened nations of the earth, and that your brethren will benefit thereby in proportion as it shall become still more extensive; happily the people of the United States have in many instances exhibited examples worthy of imitation, the salutary influence of which will doubtless extend much farther if gratefully enjoying those blessings of peace which have been attained by fortitude in war, they shall conduct themselves with reverence to the Deity and charity toward their fellow-creatures. May the same wonder-working Deity, who long since delivered the Hebrews from their Egyptian oppressors, planted them in a promised land, whose providential agency has lately been conspicuous in establishing these United States as an independent nation, still continue to water them with the dews of heaven and make the inhabitants of every denomination participate in the temporal and spiritual blessings of that people whose God is Jehovah.”14

Addressing the Jewish communities of Philadelphia, New York, Charleston and Richmond, President Washington wrote on December 13, 1790: “The liberality of sentiment towards each other which marks every political and religious denomination of men in this country, stands unparalleled in the history of nations. The affection of such people is a treasure beyond the reach of calculation.” Washington gave thanks to the Creator “for our glorious revolution [and] the establishment of our present equal government.”15

Writing on September 1, 1820 to Dr. Jacob De La Motto, commemorating the consecration of the Mikveh Israel synagogue in Savannah, Georgia, Thomas Jefferson observed that “religious freedom was the most effectual anodyne against religious dissension.”16

Over the years, other Presidents have assured that Jews carry the same privileges and responsibilities as other American citizens. In his speech at Carnegie Hall in New York City on November 30, 1905, President Grover Cleveland said: “We should not fail to remember how well the Jews of America performed their part in the struggle [for independence], and how in every way they usefully and patriotically supported the interests of their newly found home.… In every phase of present American enterprise and effort, the Jews of the United States, with unrestricted toleration and equality, are making their impress more and more deep and permanent.”17

Commemorating the 250th year since the first arrival in America of Jews, President Theodore Roosevelt said: “Even in our Colonial period the Jews participated in the upbuilding of this country.… During the Revolutionary period they aided the cause of liberty by serving in the Continental Army.… During the Civil War thousands served in the armies and mingled their blood with the soil for which they fought.”18

On September 1, 1918, governor of Massachusetts Calvin Coolidge said: “No Jew, wherever his birth, should ever look upon our institutions as an alien. His people have had their tremendous share in making them. If they are imperfect, his is part of the blame. If they surpass all others, his is part of the glory. In either event, they belong to him equally with others.”19 On May 3, 1925, as the thirtieth President of the United States, Calvin Coolidge reiterated that Jews have an equal place in America. “Our country has done much for the Jews who have come here to accept its citizenship and assume their share of its responsibilities in the world. But I think the greatest thing it has done for them has been to receive them and treat them precisely as it has received and treated all others who have come to it. If our experiment in free institutions has proved anything, it is that the greatest privilege that can be conferred upon people in the mass is to free them from the demoralizing influence of privilege enjoyed by the few. This is proved by the experience here, not alone of the Jews, but of all the other racial and national elements that have entered into the making of this nation. We have found that when men and women are left free to find the places for which they are best fitted, some few of them will indeed attain less exalted stations than under a regime of privilege; but the vast multitude will rise to a higher level, to wider horizons, to worthier attainments. To go forward on the same broadening lines that have marked the national development thus far must be our aim.”20

Religious freedom was not as readily gained in Europe. Stanislas Marie Adelaide, Count of Clermont-Tonnerre, in his 1789 “Speech on Religious Minorities and Questionable Professions” said: “We must refuse everything to the Jews as a nation and accord everything to the Jews as individuals.” Those Jews who “do not want to be citizens” should be banished. “It is repugnant to have in the state an association of non-citizens, and a nation within the nation.… In short, the presumed status of every man resident in a country is to be a citizen.” Napoleon offered Jews full equality only if they agreed to be subject to French laws and no longer consider themselves “a nation within a nation.” In his letter of November 29, 1806, Napoleon expresses his wish to assimilate the Jews in France. It is necessary to “reduce, if not destroy, the tendency of Jewish people to practice a very great number of activities that are harmful to civilization, and to public order in society.… It is necessary to stop the harm by preventing it. To prevent it, it is necessary to change the Jews.… Once part of their youth will take its place in our armies, they will cease to have Jewish interests and sentiments; their interests and sentiments will be French.”21

FULL AND EQUAL CITIZENS

Most of the thirteen original state constitutions—for North Carolina, Georgia, Delaware, New Jersey, Vermont, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and New Hampshire—had religious tests for those seeking public office. New Hampshire and New Jersey limited officeholders to men “professing a belief in the faith of any Protestant sect.” The 1776 Delaware constitution wanted men who professed “faith in God the Father, and in Jesus Christ His only Son, and in the Holy Ghost … and acknowledged the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testament.” Likewise, the North Carolina constitution of 1776 restricted public office to those “of the Protestant religion, [who recognize] the divine authority of the Old and New testaments and who hold religious principles compatible with the freedom and safety of the state.”22

During colonial times, the thirteen colonies had laws restricting public office to professing Christians. Passive and compliant, the Jews of those times quietly accepted these restrictions. After the Revolution, Jews became emboldened to argue for their civil rights. On September 7, 1787, the 24th of Elul, 5547, Jonas Phillips of Philadelphia, addressed a letter to George Washington: “Being one of the people called Jews of the city of Philadelphia, a people scattered and dispersed among all nations, do behold with concern that among the laws in the constitution of Pennsylvania there is a clause [stating] ‘I do believe in one God, the creator and governor of the universe the rewarder of the good and the punisher of the wicked; and I do acknowledge the scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be given by divine inspiration.’ To swear and believe that the New Testament was given by divine inspiration is absolutely against the religious principle of a Jew, and is against his conscience to take any such oath. By the above law a Jew is deprived of holding any public office or place of government which is a contradictory to the Bill of Rights … It is well known among all the citizens of the thirteen United States that the Jews have been true and faithful Whigs; and during the late contest with England, they have been foremost in aiding and assisting the states with their lives and fortunes, they have supported the cause, have bravely fought and bleed for liberty which they cannot enjoy.”23 Phillips also sent his petition to the Pennsylvania state constitutional convention, which changed the oath to read: “That no person who acknowledges the being of a God … shall, on account of his religious sentiments, be disqualified to hold any office or place of trust or profit under this commonwealth.”24 On January 5, 1828, the Maryland assembly “repealed and annulled” religious restrictions and approved “The Jew Bill”—“An act for the relief of the Jews of Maryland” to extend to those professing the Jewish religion, the same rights and privileges enjoyed by Christians. Rhode Island kept these barriers to full Jewish participation until 1842, North Carolina to 1868 and New Hampshire to 1877.25 As Hasia Diner noted: “The process began of severing the bonds between religion and citizenship, birthplace and access to full participation in civic life.26

Early in the history of the United States only white men with property were permitted the vote. The various state constitutions placed limits on Jews hoping to run for public office, but nowhere were Jews officially prevented from attending a university, forming a business, and buying a home in any area. The limitations faced by Jews were minor when compared with the restrictions on far larger communities—African Americans, Native Americans, Asians and women. The 13th Amendment of the American Constitution, December 18, 1865, abolished slavery in the United States, but many more years passed before Blacks could freely vote. The 19th Amendment of the Constitution, ratified on August 18, 1920, granted women the right to vote.

CHOOSING SIDES

At the eve of the Revolutionary War, there were 1,500–2,000 Jews in America, living in New York, Newport, Philadelphia, Richmond, Charleston, and Savannah. These small Jewish communities were divided, like other Americans, into patriots and loyalists. Most Jews cast their lot for independence.27 “The Revolution had an enormous impact on Jewish life in America.”28 Jonathan Sarna writes that: “Individual Jews based their decisions on which side to support largely on business, national, and personal considerations.… Many Jews vacillated, and pledged allegiance to both sides in the dispute for as long as they could. But when finally forced to choose, only a small minority sided wholeheartedly with the Crown.… They contributed what they could to the national struggle, shed blood on the field of battle, and, after the victory, joined their countrymen in jubilant celebration.”29

Most of the Jews “joined the Revolution and backed the new experiment in democracy …When the war ended with a Patriot victory, many loyalists fled the United States for England or one of the other colonies.”30 The Hart family of Newport, Rhode Island grew wealthy on manufacturing, trade and shipping. Several members of the family in Philadelphia chose the British side. After his property was confiscated, Samuel Hart made his way to British-occupied New York. At the close of the Revolutionary War he fled to London, arriving almost penniless. The British government awarded him £324 for property loss together with an annual pension of £20. Hart made his way to Nova Scotia. To serve in the Nova Scotia assembly he took the Christian oath. Baruch Hays remained in New York during the War and supplied provisions to the British army. In 1783, he fled to Montreal to enter the thriving fur trade. David Franks served as an agent “for the victualling of British troops” during the British occupation of Philadelphia. He was later arrested by Patriotic forces and his property confiscated. Fleeing to London, he was awarded £125 for loss of property and, for his “loyalty and zeal,” received an annual pension of £100.31 Dutch-born Isaac Touro served as the religious leader of Newport’s Yeshuat Israel congregation. As a loyalist he fled to New York “in reduced circumstances” and appealed to the British authorities for funds to support himself and his family who were “anxiously desirous of removing to the island of Jamaica.”32 His son Judah Touro enlisted in Andrew Jackson’s army in the War of 1812 and was wounded in the January 8, 1815 Battle of New Orleans, the last major battle between the United States and Great Britain. Successful in business, Judah Touro financed the construction of the Bunker Hill monument in Boston, as well as supporting many Jewish institutions.

Born 1737 in Lisbon, Portugal, Aaron Lopez was a member of a converso family, Catholic on the outside but secret Jews on the inside. He moved with his family in 1752 to Newport, Rhode Island, and openly declared his Jewish faith. From humble beginnings, Lopez rose to be the wealthiest person in Newport, owning thirty ships engaged in whaling, and trade in molasses, rum and cocoa. His whale oil and candle factories supplied North America, the Caribbean, and beyond. He helped build Newport’s Yeshuat Israel synagogue. Lopez conducted business with family and friends in Curaçao, the British West Indies, Holland, and England. A Patriot, Lopez fled British-occupied Newport for Leicester, Massachusetts, suffering the seizure of his ships and huge financial losses. In 1782, he returned to Newport to rebuild his fortune.33

Born in New York in 1745, Gershom Mendes Seixas was appointed chazzan of the Shearith Israel congregation at the tender age of twenty-three. On May 17, 1776, Seixas led his congregation in prayer: “O Heavenly Father, we beseech Thee that Thou might put it in the heart of our Sovereign Lord George III, and in the hearts of his Counsellors, Princes and Servants, to turn away from their fierce wrath against our countrymen, and that there may be no blood shed in this land. That Thou mayest once more plant an everlasting peace between Great Britain and her colonies as in former times.”34

On July 4th, 1776, the Continental Congress signed the Declaration of Independence. With the British forces occupying New York City, Seixas led prayers for general George Washington and Congress. Shearith Israel resolved it was “better that the congregation should die in the cause of liberty than live and submit to the importunes of an arrogant government.”35 The congregants gathered the holy books and objects from the sanctuary, removed the scrolls of the Torah from the ark, and left New York for Patriot-held Stratford, Connecticut, where they remained for four years. In 1780, after the British left Philadelphia, Seixas and his congregants moved to that city, the nation’s first capital. Seixas was elected hazzan of congregation Mikveh Israel. Dedicating its new synagogue, Seixas expressed the community’s devotion to: “The honorable delegates of the United States of America, in Congress in this city assembled; and his Excellency George Washington, captain-general and commander-in-chief of the federal army of these states.”36 Samson Levy in 1765 was among the Philadelphia merchants who resolved in 1765 to stop importing British goods until the Stamp Act was repealed. Michael Hays was a member of a Sephardi family. Born 1732 near New Rochelle, Michael owned a farm in Westchester County, New York, where Patriots gathered seventy-six head of cattle and stores. After the Battle of Long Island, his son David successfully drove the cattle through enemy lines to supply the American army. In retaliation, British troops and their Tory allies burned down the Hays’ home, forcing Esther Etting Hays and her children to live rough in the woods.

About one hundred Jews joined the fight for American independence. Reuben Etting, then a nineteen-year-old clerk in a bank in Baltimore, on hearing the news of the Battle of Lexington and Concord, “immediately threw down his pen and hastened northward to join the Patriots. He was taken prisoner at Charlestown, and when the British learned that he was not only a rebel but a Jew, they gave him for food only pork, which he refused to eat, subsisting, until exchanged, on such morsels of unforbidden food as he could obtain from his fellow-prisoners. Weakened by confinement and privation, he died of consumption soon after his release.”37 Born in Philadelphia, Solomon and Lewis Bush were the sons of Mathias Bush, one of the 1765 signers of the Philadelphia Merchants Non-Importation Act. Solomon was a captain in Washington’s army and fought in the Battle of Long Island. In the Battle of Brandywine, September 11, 1777, he was wounded and fell prisoner to the British. His brother Lewis was killed in that battle.

In South Carolina thirty-four Jews joined the Revolutionary forces. The Charleston District Regiment alone had twenty-eight young Jews serving under captain Richard Lushington, fighting in the Siege of Savannah (September-October 1779) and the Siege of Charleston (March-May 1780). Known as the “Jew Company” its members included Frederik Jacobs, Myers Solomon Moses Cohen, Nathan Phillips, Emanuel Abrahams, Jacob Moses, Abraham Spiedel, Philip Hart, Joseph Solomon and Jacob L. Cohen. An immigrant from Oberdorf, Bavaria, captain Jacob Cohen “conducted himself as a good soldier and as a man of courage.”38 Captain Abraham Mendes Seixas of Charleston served with the Continental Army in the southern campaigns.39 Five Jews were confined on the British prisoner-ship Torbay, anchored in Charleston harbor.

Jews of Portuguese-origin arrived in Savannah in 1733, only a few months after the colony of Georgia was established. The Jews formed congregation Kahal Kodesh Mikveh Israel, built a synagogue, and established a mikveh and a burial ground. In Savannah, the small Jewish community enjoyed the same privileges as other white colonists. Mordecai Sheftall was born 1735 in Savannah, where he became a successful merchant. An observant Jew, Mordecai was an early supporter of American independence and was a member of the “Liberty Boys” to protest British taxation. The group stole gunpowder and bullets from the town armory for use in the coming battle against British rule. In 1776, Mordecai Sheftall was elected chairman of Savannah’s Revolutionary Committee that seized control of the town. Mordecai financed Patriot troops using his own money. Sir James Wright, the royal governor of Georgia, complained that Savannah was now controlled by “a parcel of the lowest people, chiefly carpenters, shoemakers, blacksmiths, etc., with a Jew at their head.” Mordecai Sheftall was appointed colonel, to become the highest-ranking Jew in the Continental Army, and helped defend Savannah during the British attack in December 1778. With 186 Patriot officers and privates, Mordecai and his seventeen-year-old son, Sheftall Sheftall, attempted to escape but were captured by the British, who plundered their possessions. They were taken prisoner and sent to the island of Antigua. After an exchange of prisoners in 1780, father and son returned to America. Moving to Philadelphia, Mordecai was appointed purchasing agent by the Board of War. He carried out his duties with integrity. His son was appointed flag master on a ship, taking supplies and money through the British blockade to assist the residents of Charleston, South Carolina.40

Arriving in 1703, Jonas Aaron was the first Jew to settle in Philadelphia. In 1726, Arnold Bamberger was permitted to “hold lands and to trade” in Philadelphia. Starting in 1747, groups of Jews gathered in private homes for religious services. In 1765, several Jewish merchants, including Benjamin Levy, David Franks, Samson Levy, Moses Mordecai, Michael Gratz and Bernard Gratz, signed the Non-Importation Resolutions, agreeing “not to have any goods shipped from Great Britain until after the repeal of the Stamp Act.” By the start of the Revolutionary War, there were 300 Jews among the 30,000 residents of the city. Congregation Mikveh Israel was augmented by Jews fleeing British-held New York. Among them were Isaac Moses, David Gomez, Simon Nathan, and rabbi Gershom Mendes Seixas, who served as spiritual leader.41

Many of Philadelphia’s Jews joined the Patriotic cause. David Salisbury Franks was born 1740 in Philadelphia into a prosperous Jewish merchant family. In 1776, he joined the Continental Army. With his command of the French language, he served as liaison officer to Comte d’Estaing, commander of the French fleet fighting on the American side. In May 1778, Major Franks was appointed aide-de-camp and secretary to Benedict Arnold, military governor of Philadelphia. Franks accompanied Arnold to his new post as commander of the military fort at West Point on the Hudson River. Franks was unaware that the perfidious Arnold was passing maps of West Point to the British. After Arnold fled in October 1780, Franks was arrested but found innocent and released. Determined to salvage his reputation, he requested a court martial, conducted on November 2 at West Point. The court determined that Franks’ “conduct was not only unimpeachable but…did him great honor…as an officer…and a sincere friend to his country.” Despite this verdict, David Franks carried the burden of his association with the traitor Benedict Arnold for the remainder of his life. David S. Franks died a pauper in 1793 at age fifty-three.

Moses Benjamin Franks was born in New York City in 1718. Married to Sarah, their children included Isaac and Rachel. Isaac was seventeen years old when he joined Colonel John Lesher’s regiment to fight the British in the Battle of Long Island on August 27, 1776. The British victory gave them control of the port and the city of New York. Franks was appointed forage master in the Continental army’s quartermaster’s department. Isaac Franks remained active in the Continental Army until the end of the war. In 1794, he was appointed lieutenant colonel of the Second Regiment of Philadelphia. Henceforth he was known as Colonel Franks. In 1802, the proud Colonel Isaac Franks sat for his portrait, painted by Gilbert Stuart.42

Born in 1740 in Leszno (Lissa), Poland, Haym (Chaim) Moses Salomon came from a Sephardi family. He moved to New York around 1772 and married Rachel Franks. He joined his brother-in-law Isaac to become a passionate patriot. In 1778, Salomon received orders to burn the British fleet “and destroy their warehouses, which he attempted to execute to their great injury and damage.”43 Arrested by the British, he managed to escape to Philadelphia where he set up on Front Street as a money lender and a dealer in “bills of exchange in France, or any other parts of Europe.” His fluency in French Spanish, Russian, Italian, Polish, German, as well as English, greatly aided his business. He joined Mikveh Israel congregation. By 1781, Salomon was the leading bond trader in Philadelphia. Salomon lent money to members of the Virginia delegation to Congress, including James Madison and Edmund Randolph, using their unpaid salaries and 1,200 pounds of raw tobacco as security. Madison chaffed at being indebted to “Haym Salomon a Jew broker.”44 In a letter to Madison, dated October 18, 1782, Rudolph hoped for relief from their financial obligations to “the little Levite.”45

Robert Morris was born in England and came to America in his teens. Based in Philadelphia, he became wealthy in trade. Morris was a founding father of the United States and a signer of the Declaration of Independence. Congress appointed Morris as superintendent of finance for the United States to find the money for the War of Independence and establish a sound monetary system for the young country. In this critical task, Robert Morris was aided by Gouverneur Morris (founding father, future United States senator from New York and the 4th United States minister of finance), and the illustrious Alexander Hamilton (another founding father and 1st United States secretary of the treasury). In 1781, Robert Morris recruited Haym Salomon to handle the sale of foreign bills and to find the money to support the French ground troops and navy sent to help the Continental army.46 Working out of the London Coffee Shop on Front Street, Philadelphia, Haym Salomon raised vast sums of money from French and Dutch creditors to pay the troops and purchase arms and equipment for the Continental Army. Salomon gave freely of his own money, leaving him impoverished. He “most irrecoverably lost all his effects and credits to the amount of five or six thousand pounds sterling and left his distressed wife and a child of a month-old at New York, waiting that they may soon have an opportunity to come out from thence with empty hands.”47 To help Salomon find employment at the close of the Revolutionary War, Gouverneur Morris recommended him to New York Chancellor Robert R. Livingston: “Upon long acquaintance with him I have the best reason to know his capacity and to believe in his fidelity. Permit me to add that he has always been a decided Whig.”48 Haym Salomon died in 1785 at age forty-four. His obituary in the Philadelphia Independent Gazetteer reads, “Thursday, last, expired, after a lingering illness, Mr. Haym Salomon, an eminent broker of this city, was a native of Poland, and of the Hebrew nation. He was remarkable for his skill and integrity in his profession, and for his generous and humane deportment. His remains were yesterday deposited in the burial ground of the synagogue of this city.”

“A considerable number of Jews became officers in the Continental forces,” said President Calvin Coolidge in 1925. “The records show at least four Jews who served as Lieutenant Colonels, three as Majors and certainly six, probably more, as Captains. Major Benjamin Nones has been referred to as the Jewish Lafayette. He came from France in 1777, enlisted in the Continentals as a volunteer, served on the staffs of both Washington and Lafayette, and later was attached to the command of Baron de Kalb, in which were a number of Jews. When de Kalb was fatally wounded in the thickest of the fighting at the battle of Camden, the three officers who were at hand to bear him from the field were Major Nones, Captain de la Motta and Captain Jacob de Leon, all of them Jews. It is interesting to know that at the time of the Revolution there was a larger Jewish element in the Southern colonies than would have been found there at most later periods; and these Jews of the Carolinas and Georgia were ardent supporters of the Revolution. One corps of infantry raised in Charleston, S.C., was composed preponderantly of Jews, and they gave a splendid account of themselves in the fighting in this section.”49
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Haym Moses Salomon—Soldier and Financier of the American Revolution. U.S. National Archives and Records Administration. NARA-532941.



In post-Revolutionary America, “Jews realized that they could only win equality in popular eyes by demonstrating that being Jewish in no way conflicted with being American. They had to prove that non-Christians could still be loyal and devoted citizens.… [T]hey had taken major steps in this direction simply by fighting in America’s great war.” While maintaining their separate religion and institutions, the small Jewish communities “did not wish to be considered a people apart.” They showed their loyalty to the new nation by conforming and hoping to gain the acceptance of the Christian majority.50 Many of the leading members of the Jewish congregations, among them Moses Seixas, Aaron Hart, Moses Hays, and Mordecai Myers, were members of Masonic lodges.51 By 1800, there were 2,500 Jews among the 5,300,000 citizens of the United States of America. In 1805, Simon Gratz, together with fellow members of the Jewish community, Samson Levy Jr., Moses Levy, and Zalegman Phillips, were among the founders of the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, America’s first art museum and first art school.
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Samson Levy Jr. by Charles Saint-Memin, 1802. Levy was a founder of the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. Library of Congress. LC-DIG-pga-13290.








WAR OF 1812



At the close of the eighteenth century, the British government attempted to stifle America’s trade and adopted a policy of impressment, boarding American ships on the high seas and forcibly removing sailors considered to be British. Tensions rose after June 22, 1807 when the 50-gun HMS Leopard attacked the US frigate Chesapeake, killing three seamen. Boarding the stricken American ship, the British arrested four sailors who were alleged to be deserters and imprisoned them at Halifax, Nova Scotia. In June 1812, President James Madison declared war against Great Britain. “Mr. Madison’s War” was not popular, especially in the New England states, hard hit by the cessation of overseas trade. Few volunteered to fight. The American government offered bounties of $200 each to recruit soldiers to fight the British. In August 1814, the British burnt Washington D.C., the nation’s capital. The War of 1812 ended in February 1815 without any clear victor or change of boundaries.

The American Jewish Historical Society was founded in 1892 by members of the German-Jewish elite, with Oscar Solomon Straus as its first president. In his political career, Straus served 1906–1909 as US secretary of commerce and labor in the Theodore Roosevelt administration. Leon Hühner served as curator of the historical society, researching the American Jewish experience, including the role of Jews in the War of 1812. Simeon Magruder Levy, born in 1774 in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, was a member of West Point’s first graduation class in 1802.1 On the eve of the War of 1812, there were three thousand Jews in the United States. A hundred or more Jewish soldiers took part in that war. Aaron Levy was appointed major in the Third Regiment, Artillery. Captain Abraham Seixas was assigned to the Tenth Brigade and Major Hyam Seixas to the Fifth Brigade. Uriah Phillips Levy served in the navy, Major Alfred Mordecai served in the army, Bernard Hart was a division quartermaster, Sampson Simon held the rank of captain, and Doctors Manuel Philips and Jacob De La Motto served as army surgeons. Also serving were Samuel Noah, cousin of major Mordecai Noah, Abraham Seixas of the Fifth Regiment and Captain Haym M. Salomon of the First Brigade infantry, son of Haym Salomon of Revolutionary War fame.2 Samuel Noah graduated from the United States Military Academy at West Point in 1807. In the War of 1812, he fought in Captain Benjamin Dunning’s company of the New York Militia for the defense of Brooklyn. Benjamin Gratz, Joseph Phillips, Abraham Phillips, and other Pennsylvania Jews fought in the war. Among those defending Baltimore against a British attack were Lieutenant Jacob Myers, Philip Cohen, and Samuel Etting.
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Major Mordecai Myers by John Wesley Jarvis (American, 1780-1840). Toledo Museum of Art, Purchased with funds from the Florence Scott Libbey Bequest in Memory of her Father, Maurice A. Scott, 1950.275.



Mordecai Myers was born in Newport, Rhode Island, at the start of the American Revolution. His father came from Hungary, his mother from Austria. The family moved to New York and joined the Shearith Israel Congregation. Because the Myers family, “unfortunately for themselves had embraced the British cause,” they went into exile in Nova Scotia to spend “several happy years” (1783–1787) before returning to New York City. Early in the nineteenth century Mordecai served in Captain James Swartout’s artillery company. He studied military tactics and was appointed captain in the US artillery.3 “The storm was gathering,” wrote Myers, “and I decided to ask for a commission, as I was prepared by study for the military profession…and, in a few days, I received a captain’s commission and was assigned to the Thirteenth Regiment of the U.S. Infantry…. I now entered the army with rank far beneath what I might have had.… I should prefer to gain my promotion by service.”4 At Sackett’s Harbor, Myers was given the task of saving passengers from two schooners “lying on their sides, the sails flapping, and the sea breaking over them.… The vessels were half-filled with water.… By great exertion and personal risk, Myers succeeded in taking to shore most of the two hundred persons on the schooners” and retrieving the bodies of fifty who had drowned. Myers took part in the Battle of Crysler’s Farm in Upper Canada on November 11, 1813, in a failed American effort to conquer Montreal.5 In the battle, Myers “at the head of his men, assaulting the British behind a stone wall” was shot in the arm. The wound became inflamed. “A fever ensued and I suffered everything but death.” In the battle, twenty-three of his eighty-nine men were killed. For his gallantry, Myers was promoted to major.

The soldiers signed on for eighteen months of duty but had not been paid. “They were mutinous and refused to obey their officers.… I was called upon to address them. I reminded them of their services and called upon them not to tarnish the honor they had won by duty and discipline.” Myers then gave the order “unstack arms” and the soldiers complied.6

At thirty-eight years old, Mordecai Myers left the army. Later, proudly wearing his military uniform, he had his portrait painted by John Wesley Jarvis. He was the first Jew in the New York legislature, serving six terms as a representative from New York City, and was for two terms the mayor of Schenectady. Myers possessed a “strong and robust constitution…and strong intellectual powers.”7

Chapman Levy of Charleston “was a Hebrew by birth.… He became a lawyer of prominence and in 1814 volunteered for active service with the First Rifle Company in the regiment commanded by colonel Adam McWillie. He subsequently was a member of the South Carolina legislature.”8 Doctor Jacob De La Motto of Savannah served as surgeon in the regular army. Dr. De La Motto was “a devout Hebrew who was instrumental in organizing anew the Jewish community at Savannah. His father, Emmanuel De La Motto, a Revolutionary soldier, likewise served in the War of 1812.”9

The family of Abraham Massias came from Barbados to settle in Charleston, South Carolina. Massias, “a devout Jew,” was a member of Congregation Beth Elohim. During the War of 1812, the British made several attempts to invade Georgia from the sea. Landing at Cumberland Island, the British “were vigorously attacked by a small force under captain Massias and were compelled to retreat to their boats.” In another skirmish at Point Petre, the British sent 1,500 troops upriver by boat: “The garrison under major Massias made such a brave show that the British concluded that the post was too strong to be carried, and withdrew.” After the war, Massias became paymaster of the US Army. Abraham Massias served twenty years in the US military. He died in 1848 and was buried in Kahal Kodesh Beth Elohim Cemetery in Charleston, South Carolina.10

In the War of 1812, a number of Jews were prominent in the navy. John Ordronaux “was a Jew by persuasion, a Frenchman by birth and an American by convenience,” who made his fortune as a privateer, attacking British ships on the high seas.11 Abraham De Lyon served as midshipman, Levi Myers Harby of Georgetown, South Carolina, was captured and confined for two years in Dartmoor Prison. After the war, Harby continued for many years to serve in the US Navy. He took part in the Seminole and Mexican Wars. At the start of the Civil War, Harby resigned from the American navy to join the Confederacy, where he distinguished himself in the defense of Galveston. The most prominent Jew in the Navy was Uriah P. Levy, who received his commission as a sailing master in 1812. He was the officer of the brig-of-war Argus charged with the blockade of the French coast. Levy was captured by the British and, with Levi Harby, was confined in Dartmoor Prison. After the war, Levy rose to the rank of commodore.

On January 8, 1815, Major General Andrew Jackson, in the largest land battle of the War of 1812, thwarted the British attempt to capture New Orleans. Prominent among the defenders of the city was the philanthropist Judah Touro, who “volunteered his services in carrying shot and shell from the magazine.” Touro financed the construction of the Bunker Hill Monument in Charlestown, Boston.12

Mendes Israel Cohen (1796–1870) was among the most vibrant of the early Jewish Americans. He was a member of a German-Jewish family that settled in America before the Revolutionary War. At age sixteen, Mendes Cohen fought in War of 1812 with the Baltimore Fencibles, defending Fort McHenry on September 13–14, 1814. Other Jews defending Fort McHenry were sergeant Samuel Cohen, Lieutenant Jacob Myers, Captain Joseph Myers, and Private Andrew Levy, David Kaufman, and Thomas Levy. The American victory stopped the British Navy in Chesapeake Bay from entering Baltimore Harbor. Mendes Cohen later rose to the rank of colonel.

After the war, Mendes Cohen made his fortune in banking, retiring at the age of thirty-three to pursue travel and art. During his six-year journey to Europe and the Levant, he witnessed the coronation of William IV and the funeral of George IV in London, the student riots in Paris, and the Turco-Egyptian War. He visited Egypt in 1832 and recorded his travels on the Nile River up to the Second Cataract at Wadi Halfa. His journal records his return downriver from Wadi Halfa to Alexandria. During his four months in Egypt, Mendes Cohen gathered many antiquities, including mummies, funereal vases, idols, amulets, and gems, now in the collection of the Johns Hopkins University. He was one of the first American travelers to collect Egyptian antiquities.13 On his return to America, Mendes Cohen became the president of the Baltimore and Ohio railroad and served as president of the Maryland Historical Society.14





MEXICAN-AMERICAN WAR OF 1846–1848


The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 for $15 million increased the land mass of the United States by 530 million acres, comprising part or all of the states of Louisiana, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Colorado, Wyoming, Nebraska, Iowa, Montana, South Dakota, North Dakota, and Minnesota. The Texas Revolution of 1835–1836 and the Mexican-American War of 1846–1848 were the beginnings of the great expansion of the United States from the eastern to the western shores of North America—a distance of over 2,500 miles. Texas became an independent nation in 1836. Nine years later, it joined the United States. At the end of the Mexican War in 1848, the United States gained 525,000 square miles of territory, including present-day California, Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming.

Natalie Ornish in her 2011 book Pioneer Jewish Texans and Harriett Rochlin in her 2000 work on Pioneer Jews tell how Jews took part in the early history of Texas. Samuel Isaacs arrived in Texas in 1821. These Jewish pioneers of Texas were largely of Sephardi or German origin. “Jews were among the first and the last to fight in the Texas War for independence. [They fought in] the climactic battles of 1836—the Alamo, Goliad and San Jacinto.” Nicholas Adolphus Sterne was worldly and spoke several languages. To prepare for the battle to separate Texas from Mexico, he raised money to purchase rifles, which he smuggled in bales of dry goods and barrels of coffee. Arrested by the Mexicans, he was threatened to be shot but managed to escape. David Levi Kokernot took part in the 1835 skirmish
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