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PREFACE

This project was conceived as the outgrowth of a senior honors 
project while I was an undergraduate at Hunter College, City University 
of Hew York. In the course of my research in the archives of the 
American Jewish Historical Society I had the opportunity to work with a 
small collection of papers of the Cohen Family of Richmond, Virginia, 
and Baltimore, Maryland. As a novice in the writing of history, it was 
quite exciting to be able to work with primary sources, and I found it 
a rewarding experience. The Cohen Family Papers, although a small col­
lection, contained some interesting items pertaining to the early 
development of the young republic, including letters from such notables 
as James Monroe, Charles Carroll and Thomas Pendleton Kennedy. Further 
reading whetted my interest in early American Jewish history; but it 
was the fact that the Cohens encountered practically no resistance to 
their entry into American life that impelled me to examine their exper­
ience in depth. Seemingly total acceptance of this family, whose reli­
gious origins had been the object of persecution elsewhere, may lead to 
a deeper understanding of American ethnic history. It was for this 
reason, chiefly, that I probed this subject more fully, broadening it 
to include the very significant "Jew Bill" of 1826.

I wish to thank the history faculty of the College of William 
and Mary in Virginia for its assistance, particularly Professors Philip 
J. Funigiello, Thad Tate, and James Thompson. I would also like to

v



express my appreciation to Dr. Indwell H. Johnson, for his persistent 
confidence in my project, and to Professor Barbara Welter of Hunter 
College, who awoke my intellectual curiosity and under whom this pro­
ject began. I owe a debt of gratitude to both the American Jewish His­
torical Society and the Maryland Historical Society for making avail­
able to me the Cohen Family Papers. Finally, I must acknowledge the 
assistance of Dr. Malcolm Stem whose knowledge and love of American 
Jewish history is unsurpassed.



ABSTRACT

This project is a study of the Cohen family of Richmond, 
Virginia, and Baltimore, Maryland, from the arrival of Jacob I. Cohen 
from Germany in 1773 until the passage of the "Jew Bill" granting poli­
tical equality to Jews in 1826.

The Cohen family became prominent in Virginia as merchants and 
bankers. They participated fully in the social and civic life of Rich­
mond, despite political limitations. The second generation of Cohens 
moved to the rapidly growing commercial center of Baltimore, Maryland. 
Although political impediments upon the Jews had been removed in Vir­
ginia in the wake of the revolution, Maryland continued to disqualify 
Jews from holding office. Thus a movement was instituted to remove 
these legal disabilities. The Jewish community of Maryland was assisted 
by a group of dedicated members of the legislature who fought for the 
removal of all distinctions. Their efforts were rewarded with success 
in 1826 with the passage of the "Jew Bill."

Through an examination of one prototypical family, it is also 
possible to observe the life style, interests and involvement of suc­
cessful and prosperous Jews during the colonial and early national 
periods.

The evidence indicates that the Jewish settlers early and suc­
cessfully became an integral part of the economic community. From this 
vantage point they were accepted socially and participated in the life 
of their community. Social and economic acceptance was a prelude to 
political acceptance.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a considerable body of literature which traces the 
history of the settlement of minority groups in America, but the bulk 
of it is directed toward the waves of migration that occurred in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Generally speaking, 
the student of immigration history has the picture of teeming masses 
being thrust upon an already overcrowded urban environment, destined 
to spend their days scratching out their livings by laboring long hours 
in a factory sweat shop —  only to return at night to the tenement 
dwellings that existed in the slums of every major city. However true 
this picture may be, it is not the whole story. For, to understand in 
its entirety the cultural growth of America and the contribution of 
minority'groups, one must look much further back in our history.

This is certainly true in the case of the immigrant Jews who 
first appeared in America in New Amsterdam in 16$h» Though they were 
small in numbers throughout the latter seventeenth, eighteenth and even 
most of the nineteenth centuries, they sometimes exerted an influence 
out of proportion to their numbers.

The first Jews to venture to America came to New Amsterdam in 
1 They had been expelled from Spain and Portugal during the inqui­
sitions. The Jews, 23 in number, had come via Dutch-held Brazil, 
having been forced to leave when the colony was retaken by the Portu­
guese. Peter Stuyvesant, the Governor of New Amsterdam, at first was



unwilling to permit them to remain in the colony; hut through the 
intervention of the Dutch West India Company, they were allowed to re­
main. A determining factor in the Company* s decision may have been the 
investment of money in the Company by Amsterdam Jews. Thus from the 
beginning, economic factors played a role in Jewish settlement in 
America.

There were three major waves of Jewish immigration to this 
country. The first wave was of Sephardic Jewry. They came either 
directly from Spain and Portugal or via Holland and England. This 
group was rather small in numbers and the population of American Jewry 
remained relatively minute until the mid-nineteenth century. Beginning 
in the 18^0' s, a second wave of Jewish immigrants came primarily from 
Germany. Some had come in the aftermath of the abortive liberal revo­
lutions of 181+8. The last wave was composed of Polish-Russian immi­
grants. Some came in the l860's, although the larger number by far 
entered in the l880's, as a result of the Russian pogroms. One author­
ity has observed that: "The Slavic immigrants, who numbered more than
2-J- million by the outbreak of the World War, completely submerged the 
other groups and deeply influenced American Jewish life."'*'

Throughout the entire colonial period the number of Jews re­
mained negligible and the inequalities they suffered went largely un­
noticed. By 1776 there were only 2,5>00 Jews in America, and their his­
tory is largely the study of outstanding individuals. In most colonies 
political discriminations against the Jews seemed insignificant in

1Abram Sachar, A History of the Jews (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1967), P- 299.



comparison with their European experience. The inequities they suf­
fered in Europe can be traced to medieval times:

The main currents in the political, social and 
intellectual life of medieval Europe touched the 
Jews only slightly. They were a class apart, 
denied any of the rights of citizenship and ex­
cluded from nearly all social relationships and 
consequently, little affected by the cultural 
influences which slowly transformed the Euro­
pean world.^

As Europe emerged from the middle ages, the Jewish population remained 
submerged in darkness. Forced to live in ghettos, they were barred 
from owning land, obtaining an education, voting, participating in the 
community, and worshipping as they pleased.

To fully understand the role of the Jew in early America, one 
must take into account this European heritage of economic, social, and 
political deprivation, as well as the constant threat to their lives.

In the economic sphere the Jew was forced into the role of mer­
chant and banker, a role he continued to play in the new world. Having 
spent centuries functioning in this capacity, it is logical to expect 
that the Jews would continue in this role. One might speculate, per­
haps, that he felt safer and less threatened by playing the role society 
had assigned to him. Thus Abram Sacher, the noted Jewish scholar, has 
observed:

Denied entrance into the guilds, barred from the 
professions, excluded from the soil and from 
large-scale enterprise, most Jews were reduced 
to petty commerce in limited commodities and to 
buying and selling second hand goods....by a 
queer twist of fate many Jews also became money 
lenders, existing precariously on the interest

2Ibid., p. 251.



of their loans.... Since few other means of livli- 
hood were available, the Jews served in dispropor­
tionate numbers as bankers to the ever impecuneous 
people among they lived.3

To the majority of Jews who came to America, then, the land 
they found was rich in opportunity: freedom to worship and to live as
they pleased. Political equality was not yet forthcoming, but they 
were confident that in time this too would be attained.

The literature concerning the settlement of Jews in America is 
at best sketchy; more often one finds the early history of the Jews in 
this nation as simply a fragment of studies concerned with other topics. 
To the serious student of American history, however, the study of 
minorities during the pre-Revolutionary era can bring a new under­
standing of the development of the nation and may afford some insights 
into the general milieu of contemporary American society. Especially 
in the fields of social and urban history, examination of the settle­
ment patterns of immigrants and their moves can play a vital role.

In studying the role of Jews in American history, the most im­
portant fact to recognize is that they do not appear as a numerically 
large group before the end of the nineteenth century and that prior to 
this time, their impact upon American civilization was not great.
Their continuous presence and success since 165>U» however, go a far way 
toward validating the claim that America is a democratic society —  at 
least in some aspects. Emigrating to New Amsterdam, a distrusted and 
rejected people, they fought their way to amnesty and acceptance along 
a difficult and winding road. The struggle in New Amsterdam was

3lbid., pp. 256-7.



6
replayed many times over in the next three hundred years; the locale 
was different, the players had different faces, different languages and 
different religions, but each new encounter was fundamentally the same 
and brought with it a new awareness and widening of the American exper­
ience. What was the final product is perhaps that enigma we speak of 
—  the American character.

America was indeed the product of the customs and traditions 
of the Old World, and the forces of the environment that the first set­
tlers faced in the virgin land they came to. The peoples who swept 
across the vast continent, gradually changed its face and were, in 
turn, molded by it. Every immigrant group, as Oscar Handlin has 
observed in his book Adventure in Freedom; Three Hundred Years of Jew­
ish Life in America, experienced this phenomenon of change, all the 
while altering America's complexion by adding segments of their own 
culture and history to that which they found here. Indeed, to study 
American history is to study the history of the immigrants who created 
it.

In our attempt to understand the general nature of early Jewish 
settlement in America, I have selected the family history of the Cohens 
who became quite prominent in Richmond, Virginia, and Baltimore, Mary­
land, during the years from about 1780 to the 18^0's. This family is 
an example of the manner in which the Jews lived in the early republic 
and more importantly, how a society fundamentally alien to their 
beliefs and practices reacted to them. The Cohen family is also of 
great interest to the student of American political history, for their 
most shining hour was their role in assisting in the passage of a bill



7
known as the "Jew Bill" in Maryland in 1826. This legislation granted 
civil liberties to religious minorities.



CHAPTER I

THE BEGINNING

Jacob I. Cohen came to the colonies in 1773 from Oberdorff, 
Germany.^ He was the son of Joshua and Peslah Cohen and had one 
younger brother, Israel. Although his life in Germany and his motives 
for leaving are unrecorded, it seems probable that he was educated at 
a university. There is no available evidence as to where he was edu­
cated, but from studying his papers and his writings, it appears that 
he had perhaps studied law. He is addressed as Jacob I. Cohen, Esq. 
and uses the term after his name. This would indicate, as the eigh­
teenth-century man might use it, that he was well educated and con­
sidered a gentleman. The fact that he was able to pay for his

Although of German origin, Cohen was descended from the Ash­
kenazy line of Judaism. It is important to note that there are two 
divisions of Jewish culture which designate where a family settled and 
the religious and cultural tradition it adhered to. One is the Ash­
kenazy Jew who settled in middle and northern Europe. The second divi­
sion is the Sephardic Jew who comes from Spain and Portugal. Their 
life styles, religious rituals and basic philosophies are different.
One finds, generally, that in the colonial period the vast majority of 
Jews who came to America were Sephardim. Although it would take a 
complete study to analyze and understand the reasons for this, it may 
be explained basically by the fact that the Spanish inquisitions had 
uprooted so many Sephardic Jews and left them homeless refugees in 
foreign lands, particularly the Netherlands and England. It would be 
more natural for them to be the ones to lead Jewish settlement in the 
new world therefore. They had less to forfeit by leaving Europe and 
were more accustomed to the idea of change and movement. Cohen, how­
ever, was Ashkenazy and therefore somewhat unusual among his contem­
poraries.

8



9
migration from Germany to America and then to establish himself once he 
arrived indicates that his father was a semi-professional tradesman or 
merchant who valued education and provided modestly for his family's 
welfare.

Cohen's arrival, as a young and impressionable gentleman, coin­
cided with what was perhaps the most turbulent period in the history of 
the colonies. He found himself caught up in the pre-revolutionary 
activities; fired by the rhetoric of Samuel Adams and Patrick Henry, 
his intellect and heart were stirred to the cause of freedom and inde­
pendence. At the outbreak of fighting in 1775>» he journeyed to South
Carolina and enlisted in Lushington's Brigade, along with the scions of

2the Jewish families of Charleston.
Cohen's papers include his commission into the army as well as 

lists of Jews serving in one brigade under Moultries and Lincoln. 
Cohen's diary suggests that Jews were also serving in other companies 
at the time. For, in describing the brigade which was commanded by 
General Moultries, he noted: "There are twenty or twenty eight Israel­
ites belonging to it and may be commanded by Captain Lushington, under 
General Moultries."^

While Cohen was in the army he was captured by the British, and 
it is probable he was a prisoner on the British ship Torbay in Charles­
ton Harbor. It is suspected that he escaped from the ship and made his

^Cohen Family Collection of Public and Private Papers (Cohen 
Family of Richmond and Baltimore). Waltham, Mass., American Jewish 
Historical Society Library. Cited hereafter as Cohen Family Papers, 
A.J.H.S.

3lbid.



10
way to Richmond, Virginia, where he decided to settle.^- He put down 
substantial roots there, entering into a very successful business part­
nership with Isaiah Isaacs, "The only known Jew to have lived in the 
Virginia capital before Cohen.”

Virginia, although the first of the British colonies to be set­
tled in America, was the last to experience the establishment of a Jew­
ish community. This may appear incongruous since Virginia was the old­
est and most populous colony and state in America; however, various 
economic, political and religious factors account for this. Those Jews 
who came to America in the revolutionary and early national periods had 
no desire to own land; instead they willingly fulfilled the role of a 
merchant class, a role they knew well and prospered in. One scholar,
J. R. Marcus, explained this phenomenon:

The Jewish immigrants settled where everyone else 
settled, in the tidewater areas. There was this 
difference, however, the Jews were a trading class 
and practically all of them remained in the towns.
The motivation that determined Jewish settlement 
was not a greater or lesser degree of religious 
toleration or freedom, but rather economic advan­
tage . °

In Virginia, however, the lack of cities of any substantial 
size, and the early entrenchment of the Scots as a merchant class 
tended to discourage any substantial or organized settlement of Jews.

^Herbert Ezekiel and Gaston Lichtenstein, The History of the 
Jews of Richmond, 1789-1917 (Richmond: Herbert Ezekiel, 1917)» P* 17 •

^Ibid. According to Ezekiel and Lichtenstein, Cohen's name 
appears as one of the prisoners of the ship on May 18, 1779 > he 
was either exchanged as a prisoner of war or he managed to escape.

zrJacob Raeder Marcus, Early American Jewry: The Jews of Penn­
sylvania and the South, 1699-1790 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1993)» P* 165•
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Because of centuries old anti-Semitism, many Jews were reluctant to 
venture into areas without established Jewish communities. Neverthe­
less, over a period of time Jacob Cohen and Isaiah Isaacs were to be­
come leaders of a small, prosperous Jewish community in Richmond.

Their firm was so successful that in the years 1788 and 1789
7Cohen and Isaacs were the second highest taxpayers in the city. So 

well known had they become that an advertisement in the Richmond 
Enquirer described the location of a house for rent merely by indicat-

ging that it was "next door to Cohen and Isaacs." Their business in­
terests varied and included such investments as "The Bird in Hand," a 
noted tavern in the city, and while their firm retained its primary 
interest in mercantile activities, it also expanded into banking, land­
owning, and real property in the form of houses and slaves. An indica­
tion of Cohen's prominence can be gleaned from the following excerpt.
Writing to Edmund Randolph, a noted Virginia planter, on December 17>
1782, James Madison, the future President of the United States, stated:

Mr. Cohen has advanced me fifty pounds of this 
currency, which he says, is the utmost his en­
gagements and the scarcity of money will per­
mit. 9

The records do not indicate precisely why Cohen should have lent him 
money, but one may speculate that the reason for prominent Virginians 
relying on prosperous Jewish merchants, such as Cohen, for financial

?City of Richmond, Personal Property and Land Books, Volumes 
for 1787-1789 and 1791-1800 (Richmond: Virginia State Library, n.p.).

o0Through the Years: A Study of the Richmond Jewish Community
(Richmond: Beth Ahabah Temple, 1955) •

^Letter to Edmund Randolph, September 17> 1782. Cited in Eze­
kiel and Lichtenstein, History of the Jews, p. 19*
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aid may be due to the fact that their assets were tied up in land, 
slaves and crops. The Jews had liquid assets which could easily be 
converted to ready cash for loans.

Besides banking, Cohen and Isaacs speculated in Western lands.
The Library of Congress, for example, has a receipt dated December 21;,
1781, "writtein in the hand of the noted frontiersman, Daniel Boone, 
indicating that Cohen and Isaacs paid to him the sum of ' six pound 
specie1 for staking tracts of Kentucky lands, consisting of 5>>000 
acres.Although fragmentary, this bit of evidence suggests that 
Cohen, and perhaps other Jewish businessmen, were instrumental in open­
ing the West to settlement.

Sometime in the 1780s Jacob Cohen married Esther Mordecai, 
widow of Moses Mordecai of Philadelphia. The incident is worth re­
counting because it indicates Jacob Cohen's independence of action.
Although he was a firm believer in his faith and did much to further 
the growth of Judaism in America, he would not compromise his indepen­
dence or his happiness for any conventional mores. The type of man 
who could be an overwhelming success in an alien culture must indeed 
have these qualities of independent action and freedom of mind which 
Cohen seemed to possess.

Esther was a convert to Judaism who had come from England as 
Miss Elizabeth Whitlock. Fervent in her belief in Judaism, she quickly 
became a well-known and much-admired member of the Jewish population of 
Philadelphia. Cohen had met Esther when he first came to America, but

^Receipt to Daniel Boone, by Jacob Cohen and Isaiah Isaacs, 
dated December 2I4, 1781, cited in Universal Jewish Encyclopedia (New 
York: Isodore Singer, 1901;).
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did not decide to marry her until after he had migrated to Richmond and 
was financially able to support her and her two sons. At that point, a 
problem, originating in Talmudic Law, arose when Jacob Cohen and Esther 
Mordecai, proselyte, applied to the Philadelphia Mekveh Israel Congre­
gation for a marriage license. For in ancient Hebrew, the name Cohen 
indicates that one is a direct descendant from the Hebrew high priests 
(Kohanim) which stems from the line of Aaron, brother of Moses. Those 
who bear the name Cohen, which is the equivalent of the Hebrew word for 
priest (Kohen) are considered to be priestly.^ A "Kohen" or priest 
cannot, according to law, marry a proselyte. Thus the Philadelphia 
Congregation denied their request for marriage. Not discouraged by 
this turn of events, Cohen married Esther anyway, ignoring Jewish tra­
dition in order to marry the woman he loved. With the small numbers 
of single Jewish women in America, Cohen was indeed wise to marry one
he cared for so much. The wedding is believed to have taken place in

12August of 1782, probably in Philadelphia.
Who performed the marriage ceremony and who witnessed it re­

mained a mystery until the "Ketubah" or marriage licence was discovered 
by Dr. Isaac Fein of Baltimore. While searching for documents on Ameri­
can Jewish history in Jerusalem, he discovered the license, which was 
sent to the American Jewish Archives in Cincinatti and was studied 
there. To have married the couple or even to be present at the cere­
mony was a contradiction of the order handed down by the congregation 
elders in Philadelphia and could cause serious disputes within the

-^J. R. Marcus, Who United the Priest and the Convert? (New 
York: Hebrew Union College Press, 1970T-

12Ibid.
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Jewish community. "What then had occurred? The key lies in the
Ketubah. After studying the document, Rabbi Marcus wrote:

It was easy to make out the signature of the groom 
on the left side of the Hebrew-aramaic parchment 
document, and the names of the witnesses were duti­
fully recorded on the right side of the license, 
but when the parchment was scanned for the name of 
the officiant, there was nothing to be found!
Since in colonial American marriage documents the 
name of the officiant was usually given, there 
could be but one answer to the mystery. In all 
probability, Cohen himself officiated at his own 
marriage -- which, of course would have been per­
fectly permissible in Jewish la-w (perfectly per­
missible, that is, had he not been a "priest” 
about to wed a proselyte). He would not have ex­
posed his friends to the threat of excommunication 
by asking one of them to officiate, though it is 
true, in any case, that they 'stuck their necks 
out' by acting as witnesses in defiance of the con­
gregation's ban on the wedding... .One of the three 
witnesses was Haym Salomon, a friend and creditor 
of James Madison. Salomon had just underwritten 
one-third of the cost of the Philadelphia's new 
synagogue building, and the congregation would cer­
tainly think twice before throwing him out. Cohen 
too, had just made a loan to the influential Madi­
son. Obviously, where the synagogue authorities 
were concerned, discretion was the better part of 
valor, and so the Philadelphia synagogue leaders 
decided to forget the whole affair. 3̂

Apart from his financial involvement in the community, Cohen 
came to be truly an active participant in Richmond's civil and social 
life. In 1801 James Monroe appointed him an "inspector of the Peniten­
tiary."^ The post, a relatively important one at the time, is of in­
terest because it indicated the seeming absence of political stigmas 
attached to being a Jew in Richmond. This, at a time when the Jewish 
population of the city was rapidly increasing. In a census taken in

^Ibid.
l̂ -Letter to Jacob I. Cohen, April 16, 1801, Cohen Family Papers,

A.J.H.S.
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1782 there were only four Jews in Richmond; however, "by 1790 they con­
stituted at least one-sixth of the population.

According: to Herbert Ezekiel, not only was the Jewish community 
of Richmond large in numbers but in energy and intellect it ranked with 
the best.^ There seems to have been a dramatic change in the size of 
the Jewish community in a rather short span of time and this difference 
reflects the changing conditions in Virginia itself. The reason that 
Jews had not settled in Virginia until the latter part of the eigh­
teenth century was two-fold. First there were no cities of any real 
size in Virginia and therefore no urban area and no real need for a 
centrally located merchant class. Rue to their experiences in European 
ghettos, the Jews felt most comfortable in a community where there were 
other Jews, thus a city was the natural place for them to migrate.
They also were trained as merchants, and thus desired to make their 
living in this field. Lack of cities of any substantial size or sig­
nificance made Virginia seem a far cry from the utopia they were search­
ing for. A second reason for their lack of interest in the colony was 
probably religious:

In the seventeenth century, in Virginia, indivi­
duals were naturalized after rendering the usual 
oaths. Practicing Jews who would not profess 
faith in Jesus, the son of God, or who would not 
take the sacrament were thus ineligible for citi­
zenship and office. A law of 1705> specifically 
excluded non-Christians, together with Negroes,
Catholics and convicts, from testifying as wit­
nesses in Court. °

In the eighteenth century, Richmond's emergence as an important

^Ezekiel and Lichtenstein, History of the Jews, p. 35>.
■̂̂ Marcus, Early American Jewry, p. 166.
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commercial center having ties to all parts of Virginia and the economic 
world, and a change in Virginia's laws made it a very interesting place 
for Jewish settlement. For on June 12, 1776, the colonial House of 
Burgesses adopted a Bill of Rights which declared "that all men are by 
nature equally free and independent and have certain inherent rights 
...namely the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquir­
ing and possessing property and persuing and obtaining happiness and 
safety...and therefore all men are equally entitled to the free exer­
cise of a religion according to the dictates of conscience...."^

It may seem odd to us that a society which so clearly discerned 
the question of religious liberties and was so willing to grant equal­
ity to Jews, was, at the same time, perpetuating chattel slavery.
Economic and social factors were in all likelihood behind both posi­
tions .

Although granted freedom to worship formally, Jews still were 
denied citizenship. It was not until 1786, when the Burgesses adopted 
Jefferson's bill embodying complete religious freedom through the 
separation of Church and State, that Jews gained equality with their 
fellow Virginians. It was this bill that gave the Jews, among others, 
complete religious and political freedom by divorcing Church and State, 
and paved the way for non-Christian adult males to become active in

1 ORichmond's official life. By 1795, with the election of Jacob Cohen 
to a seat on the Common Council of Richmond, the Jews there had found 
full political, economic and social acceptance.

17Ibid., p. 178. 
l8Ibid., p. 180.
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- To indicate the political acceptance of the Jewish ̂ community, 

as soon as the legalities were taken care of, we can cite several 
offices held by Cohen in the latter part of the eighteenth century. 
Among them was Clerk of the Markets and Grand Juryman. Ezekiel uses 
these examples as evidence that "not withstanding their extremely 
small number no desire was shown to deprive them of political reward

„19
• » • •

A further example of their political acceptance is indicated
by their participation in the Court system of Virginia:

It would be difficult, to conceive of a tribunal 
or any other body with a greater multiplicity of 
function than those exercised by the Hustings 
court in the earlier days of the city.
The first minute book begins with the session of 
August 195 1793* That an important part was 
played by the Jewish citizens is well demonstra­
ted.. .Jewish citizens participated in civil 
cases both as plaintiffs and defendants....They 
served on juries, grand and petit...and, in 
fact, figured in every possible way, with one 
splendid exception —  they did not appear as de­
fendants on the criminal side of the court.

As we have seen, the Statute of 1786 —  the Statute of Reli­
gious Freedom —  was the doorway to political acceptance for the Jew. 
And, as soon as possible, Jews were accorded full political privileges. 
As for economic areas, the Jew had been accorded economic acceptance,
once Virginia found a need for him. The obvious reason for not set­
tling in Virginia earlier is indicated by Louis Ginsberg:

True, there were in the English colonies during 
the 1700’s towns in which communities of Jews
could be found, but these were of no great size.

3-9Ezekiel and Lichtenstein, History of the Jews, p. 61;. 
20Ibid., p. 76.
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And, as for the colonial old Dominion in particu­
lar, there was both general and local reasons why 
comparatively few Jews settled in the largest of 
the colonies. Long prohibited by European nations 
from entering the professions, the Jewish people 
had turned to trade and commerce for their liveli­
hoods. They were also urban folk. But in Virginia, 
under restrictions imposed by British mercantilism, 
there was little room for merchants other than the 
few agents of English or Scottish firms engaged in 
the import-export trade between mother country and 
colony. And in Virginia, then almost totally rural 
...there was scant attraction for people accustomed 
to municipal life.^l

Their progress toward equality was marred, however, by an act, 
passed in November of 1786, "for the punishing of disturbers of reli­
gious worship and sabbath breakers." Ironically, the author of the law 
was James Madison, the erstwhile champion of full religious liberty, 
whom Jacob I. Cohen had rescued from acute financial embarrassment in 
1782. Madison apparently had overlooked the fact that, although both 
he and his benefactor were Sabbatarians, they differed in belief as to 
the day on which the sabbath falls. Thus, inadvertently, Madison 
authored the state’s "Blue Laws" which impeded the economic livelihood 
of Jewish entrepreneurs.

The formation of a religious community or Congregation usually 
marks the firm establishment of any group in an area. Beth Shalome, as 
the first Richmond synagogue was known, played an important part in the 
religious and social life of the Jewish community of the city. Today, 
the Jewish home for the aged in that city bears the same name. In the 
latter years of the nineteenth century, Beth Shalome merged with another 
synagogue to form Beth Ahabah, today the largest reform temple in the South.

^Louis Ginsburg, "Two Streams Become One," Virginia Cavalcade, 
VII (December, 1955)» 2ij..



"According to Jewish law, ten males (a minyan) over thirteen 
years of age are sufficient to form a community, the equivalent of a 
congregation. Having already comfortably more than the minimum, Rich­
mond's Jews met on August 2l+, 1789 > to formalize their worship by
organizing Kabal Kadosh Beth Shalome.. .among their leaders were Jacob

22I. Cohen, Isaiah Isaacs and Joseph Darmstadt." Although Cohen and
other Richmond Jews were Ashkenazic in background, they decided for
practical reasons to accept the Sephardic ritual for their synagogue.
The other Jewish communities in the United States were Sephardic, hence*
"The House of Peace (Beth Shalome) chose the ritual that would enable
it to maintain the closest possible relationships with its nearest

23Jewish neighbors."
Meanwhile, Richmond's Jews also devoted their efforts to the 

advancement of their spiritual life in the face of numerous obstacles. 
Although it was difficult a task, many strove to maintain their reli­
gion and keep it intact. Often, with so few eligible women of the 
faith, the men were forced to marry outside the religion. Evidence 
for this is to be found in an interesting tract published in l80i+ in 
Richmond, the first known Jewish publication in the area, entitled 
Reason and Faith —  or —  Philosophical absurdities —  shewing the 
necessity of revelation —  intended to promote faith among infidels — > 
and —  the unbounded exercise of humanity among all religious men —  

by Rabbi Henriquis —  one of the sons of Abraham to his brethren.

22ibid.« P. 25.
23lbid.
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Learn to know what answer you would return to the philosophical un­
believer,^

On first reading, it seems odd that such a tract or essay would 
be written and published by a Jew, since Judaism does not evangelize or 
seek converts. More than likely Rabbi Henriquis was aiming the message 
at those Jewish "philisophical unbelievers" who through assimilation 
into the dominant Protestant middle class had forgotten their heritage 
and religion. Perhaps, too, it was intended for those who had married 
outside the faith, for a serious problem which the Congregation con­
tinually fought was the loss of their numbers through assimilation and 
marriage.

On the whole, however, it would be fair to say that colonial 
American Jewry remained steadfast to its religious beliefs despite 
countless distractions and challenges. Indeed the Jewish communities 
of all the colonies were very close and often joined together for 
mutual aid and benefit. One example of their unity can be found in an 
address written by all the Jewish congregations of America to the Presi­
dent of the United States, George Washington. It read:

Sir:
It is reserved for you to unite in affection 

for your character and person every political and 
religious denomination of men, and in this will 
the Hebrew congregations aforesaid yield to no 
class of their fellow citizens.

We have hitherto been prevented by various 
circumstances peculiar to our situation from add­
ing our congratulations to those which the rest 
of America has offered on your elevation to the 
chair of the Federal government. Deign, then, 
illustrious sir, to accept this our homage.

2J+Ezekiel and Lichtenstein, History of the Jews, p. 127.
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The wonders which the Lord of Hosts hath 

worked in the days of our forefathers have taught 
us to observe the greatness of His wisdom and His 
might through the events of the late glorious re­
volution; and while we humble ourselves at His 
footstool in Thanksgiving and praise for the 
blessing of His deliverance, we acknowledge you, 
the leader of American armies, as His chosen and 
beloved servant. But not to your sword alone is 
present happiness to be ascribed; that, indeed, 
opened the way to the reign of freedom, but never 
was it. perfectly secure until your hand gave birth 
to the Federal constitution and you renounced the 
joys of retirement to seal by your administration 
in peace what you had achieved in war.

Beth Shalome Temple of Richmond was a part of the group which penned 
the letter, along with the Jewish communities of Philadelphia, Charles­
ton and New York. They also received a very warm reply from the Presi­
dent, which they cherished dearly.

Thus by the 1790s the Jews of Richmond had been successful in 
establishing their economic careers, their political involvement and 
their own religious community. Apart from the Sabbatarian law, steady 
progress was made in these spheres.

Having sketched the early career of Jacob I. Cohen and the eco­
nomic, political and religious involvement of the small Jewish commu­
nity of Richmond, it is essential to examine the social role he and 
other prosperous Jewish merchants played. We can understand their eco­
nomic success —  they were needed and filled a vital role; we can 
understand their political involvement for laws insured that privilege; 
and we can comprehend their freedom to worship simply by understanding 
the times. But what we discover about their social role will be essen­
tial to understanding whether they really were a part of the society 
and culture they entered. This problem necessarily involves the

25lbid., p. 237.



question of anti-Semitism and its presence in early American life. A 
clue to understanding this phenomenon is to investigate whether or not 
the Jew was considered an integrated part of early American society.
One approach is through his participation in social activities.

The Jews of Richmond were especially interested in furthering
the arts in America, and Jacob Cohen was one of the first backers of
the Academy of Science and Fine Arts. According to Ezekiel, "When
Quesnay de Beaurejaire founded the Academy of Science and Fine Arts of
the United States of America at Richmond in 17$6, the firm of Cohen and

26Isaacs was among those who rendered financial assistance."
Another avenue of social involvement was within the fraternal 

Masons organization. Cohen was honored by the Richmond community by 
being named as Master of the local Masonic lodge. He also served twice 
as High Priest of Royal Arch Chapter #3> in Richmond. Some historians 
of American Jewry believe that masonry is quite consistent with Jewish 
lifestyle:

Putting their love of country first, it is not
strange that love for their fellowman came next.
This they widened by affiliating at the earliest 
moment with the by no means numerous fraternal 
organizations. All of them were members of the 
Congregation. As a natural sequence they at once 
became earnest disciples of Masonry. It is a 
reasonable deduction that some of them owed alleg­
iance to the fraternity in the old country. Con­
sidering the similarity between Masonry and Juda­
ism, this is not to be wondered at.2?

Samuel Oppenheim, in his article "The Jews and Masonry in the 
United States before 1810" gives credit to the Jews for having brought

26jMd., p. 3^2.

27lbid., p. 35.
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Masonry to this nation and he believes that it helped them to become
known by and acceptable to their non-Jewish countrymen.

Their connection with the order was no doubt of 
benefit to their co-religionists, as it was to 
themselves, and brought them into relations with 
man not of their race, prominent in the official 
and civil life of their country who were also 
members of the fraternity.^

Thus in social organizations Jews again were seemingly accept­
able to the non-Jewish community, although by the nineteenth century, 
nativist organizations like the Masons would be militantly anti-Jewish 
as well as anti-Catholic.

Even at the level of day-to-day interpersonal relationships, 
Jews, like Cohen, were received and accepted into the homes of many non- 
Jews of Richmond. A letter in the Lomax Family papers, written by a 
certain Miss E. V. Lindsay to Augusta Myers, the wife of Philip Cohen, 
who was himself a nephew of Jacob I. Cohen, illustrates the close ties 
that often existed between prominent members of the Jewish community 
and their Christian neighbors. Dated May 11, 1820, it read:

To Miss Augusta Myers
Tomorrow is my wedding day and you will then repair 
unto the house upon the marsh all in your looks 
so fair.
Mow for the plain matter of fact - Augusta, I am 
to be spliced tomorrow evening and shall expect 
you to shed the light of your countenance on me at 
this important moment, Remember I take no denial 
for come you must. The ceremony will be performed 
early, say about 6 or little after so you will 
regulate your movements accordingly. Mama desires 
you will present her compliments to your sister

^Samuel Oppenheim, "The Jews and Masonry in the United States 
before 1810," American Jewish Historical Review, XIX (January, 1952)* 
92.



and brothers and beg their attendance, but tell 
them from me not to show their faces....I shall 
deliberately cut their throats, for I shall not 
get over (to use Miss Savage's favorite word) 
the flusteration before that time. Sister says 
she will not easily forgive Miss Myers if she 
does not come, neither will I —  but you my old 
dear friend I shall look for certainly. Good 
bye

Yrs forever, E. V. Lindsay^9
The above quoted letter indicates a level of friendship and 

intimacy that was possible between two young ladies of high economic 
levels in Virginia society, despite their very divergent ethnic and 
cultural ties.

Thus social acceptance also was forthcoming for Jews in early 
nineteenth-century Virginia. The explanations for this vary but the 
primary consideration seems to be that social acceptance in colonial 
society was intimately linked to economic success. The Jew was an eco­
nomic asset in nineteenth-century Virginia and thus quite acceptable.

As we have seen in the experience of Jacob Cohen, the Jew in 
Virginia • during the late colonial and early national periods made 
great strides toward progress in the economic, social and political 
spheres. And, in spite of obstacles, maintained their religious beliefs 
and the respect and friendship of Christian co-patriots. Where there 
had been political or legal impediments upon Jews, the community at 
large seems to have ignored them as much as possible; and any real ob­
stacles to their progress were removed rather early. Indeed by 1786, 
the Jew was well on the way to legal acceptance in Virginia. Two 
questions have been considered in the foregoing account: first, why

^Letter to Augusta Myers (Cohen), May 11, 1820, Lomax Family
Papers, Virginia Historical Society, Richmond, Virginia.
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did the movement for change occur in the 1780s and 1790s, i.e., why 
did Virginia suddenly welcome the Jews and vice versa; and secondly, 
why, in the light of later treatment of minorities, was the Jew ac­
cepted so readily in this early period of the nation's history?

If the experience of the Cohen family is a guide, the answer 
rests in part on the law of supply and demand. That is, the demand for 
skilled merchants in Virginia suddenly grew much greater in the latter 
1700s. A rise in the commercial activities within the state, accom­
panied by the emergence of secondary urban commercial centers to serve 
the needs of the population, created for the Jew a place that, histori­
cally, he had filled at other times and in other places. Subconscious­
ly perhaps, men like Cohen and Isaacs understood that in a new environ­
ment, where feudal ties were non-existent, Virginians would grow to 
realise and value their contributions. And since they were numerically 
small and did not pose a threat to older entrenched interests, there 
was no need to exercise tight reign over them. This is, indeed, what 
actually occurred.

The second question is actually an extension of the first, and 
concerns basic human desires. What made the Jew, so different in cul­
ture from his countrymen, so readily acceptable, not only in profes­
sional and public circles but on a private level as well? We might, at 
this point, be tempted to quote the Declaration of Independence or 
attribute it to the egalitarianism of the times. But we would be de­
ceiving ourselves if we thought that "democratic" motives alone created 
the spirit of acceptance. Certainly it played some intangible part, 
but the real impetus for acceptance was much closer to basic human de­
sires and reality, i.e., economic need. The Jews filled necessary and



desirable functions that benefitted the society, thus the Virginians 
created a place for him. It did not necessarily have to be Jews who 
performed the mercantile entrepreneurial functions; any other group on 
the scene at that time could have taken advantage of the opportunity. 
Enterprising young men like Cohen and Isaacs, however, were there first 
and Virginians accommodated them in exchange for their services. They 
were permitted to prosper greatly and to live a style of life which 
made them acceptable to the upper-class Protestant society.

Thus the Jewish merchant lived the life style and moved in the 
circles of Richmond's aristocracy; in his external manifestations he 
was quite like other upper-class individuals, despite his "peculiar" 
religious affiliation. Once he had his economic foot wedged securely 
in the door, he pushed until the door flung open wide. He never quite 
knocked it down, however, and there always remained the danger that 
some event, some person, or some unknown force would shut it tight once 
again. In the next chapter we will examine the Cohen family's experi­
ences in Maryland. There Jews attempted to fulfill the same role as 
they had in Virginia, but they did not achieve the same degree of 
acceptability. Whether the reasons lie in the economic sphere or 
derive from the peculiar social and political conditions of the colony, 
later state of Maryland, is the subject of the next chapter.



CHAPTER II

THE MOVE TO BALTIMORE

Baltimore, where the second generation of Cohen's settled, 
was becoming ever more prominent as a port town of increasing commer­
cial significance in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
Its growth did not go unnoticed by the Jewish immigrants; however, their 
settlement in any substantial numbers was a rather late development, 
and the history of "toleration" in Maryland holds the key to under­
standing why Jews avoided the colony until after the Revolution.

"The problem of religious liberty in the early years of the 
colony was confined to the various sects among Christians."^ Tie 
Toleration Act of I6J4.9 upon which the Calvert family established the 
colony extended its benefits only to those who were willing to profess 
a belief in Jesus Christ. The Act continued in force with the estab­
lishment of the Church of England in Maryland when it became a royal 
colony in 1692. As one historian of Maryland Jewry has pointed out:

Jews were effectively barred from political life. 
This disability was preserved in a series of laws 
promulgated in the years lJl^-16 which opened 
offices of trust only to those who could take the 
oath 'upon the true faith of a Christian.' The 
Constitution of 1776 continued these disabilities; 
thus offering full civil and political equality to

E. M. Alfeld, The Jewish Struggle for Religious and Civil 
Liberty in Maryland (Baltimore: M. Curlander, I92J4.), p. 1.
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those only who declared their belief in the 
Christian religion and thereby denying Jews 
their complete religious liberty.2

The question of civil liberties is a significant one and will 
become a central theme later in this study, for it was in the first 
quarter of the nineteenth century that the Jewish community became 
embroiled in the struggle for rights denied them as non-Christians.
However, even from this first glance at Maryland, as a colony and 
state, it is not very difficult to understand why Jews preferred to 
stay away from the colony and sought more hospitable environments.

The history of the Jews of Baltimore is quite sketchy, but one 
authority, Isaac Markens, in his study Hebrews in America, has pointed 
out that in 1756 Jacob Myers, a Jew, erected an inn at the Southeast 
comer of Gay and Market (later Baltimore) streets. However, there is 
other evidence to suggest that permanent Jewish settlement in Maryland 
began with one Benjamin Levy, a merchant. Nonetheless, Rabbi Jacob 
Raeder Marcus, an authority on American Jewry, has observed that "at 
the most, ...there could not have been more than a dozen Jewish fami­
lies in Baltimore during the 1770’s. True, a cemetery was purchased in 
1786, but no real Jewish community came into being until the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century."3

Benjamin Levy advertised in December of 1773 that he had "just 
opened store in Market Street, at the comer of Calvert Street where 
he sells, wholesale and retail, for ready money only ’a large number of

^Jacob Raeder Marcus, Early American Jewry: The Jews of Penn­
sylvania and the South, 165£-1790 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1953)» P * 68.

3lbid., pp. 65-6.
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variety articles including liquors, spice, drugs, foodstuffs and dry­
goods.1"^ His business evidently prospered and he became quite a 
prominent member of the community, for in 1776» Congress designated 
him one of a group of men to sign bills of credit or money.

The first significant Jewish family of whom there is any real 
information are the Ettings. The Ettings became very prominent business- 
m en in Baltimore in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and 
were quite prosperous merchants, dealing primarily in the hardware bus­
iness. Three Etting brothers, Solomon, Isaac, and Myer, are known to 
have settled in Baltimore in the 1790's.

The facts seem to indicate that there was little general inter­
est in settling in Maryland until the nineteenth century. However, an 
interesting phenomenon in Baltimore that gave evidence of intent to 
settle permanently was that despite their small numbers, Jews had es­
tablished a cemetery by the close of the eighteenth century. This 
action, as Bavid DeSola Pool, a noted scholar of the Jews of Hew Amster­
dam, has observed, is one of the most significant signs in the develop­
ment of a Jewish community*^ Known as "Jew Alley," the parcel of land 
was purchased from Charles Carroll of Carrolton, the noted Catholic 
leader who was the last signer of the Beclaration of Independence, and 
two other citizens in 1787* It was purchased by Solomon Etting and
Levi Solomon. The "Jews Burial Ground" is one of the items on a docu-

£ment dated 1786 and headed "Mr. Carroll's Claims" and thus the plot of

■̂Isadore Blum, The History of the Jews of Baltimore (Baltimore: 
Historical Review Publishing Company, 1910), p. 3*

ftoavid BeSola Pool, Portraits Etched in Stone: Early Jewish 
Settlers, 1682-1831 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1952)

^Blum, History of the Jews, p. ij..
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ground had been used as a cemetery at least fifteen years earlier.

Although Jews continued to be denied the right to hold office, 
the evidence suggests that in Baltimore, they were active citizens de­
spite the legal impediments. A turning point in their struggle to gain 
full civil equality occurred during the undeclared naval war with
France when Baltimore's Jews rallied to the government. Reuben and
Solomon Etting exemplified this patriotic spirit when they joined the 
Independent Blues Company which was reactivated in 1798 in expectation 
of a war with France:

Reuben Etting who had been the lieutenant was 
elected Captain of the Company. President Jeffer­
son appointed him U.S. Marshall for Maryland. In
1792 at a meeting of citizens of Baltimore, Solo­
mon Etting was appointed on a committee to forward 
resolutions to President Washington expressing dis­
approval of the proposed (jay's) Treaty with Great 
Britain. He was one of the organizers in 1796 and. 
for many years a director of the Union Bank, and he 
was a member of the first Board of Directors of the 
Baltimore Water Company, which he helped organize 
in 1805. He was a street commissioner in 1816 and 
in 1828 a director of the Baltimore and Ohio rail­
road. In 1826 (after the passage of the Jew Bill, 
which is the subject of Chapter III) he was elected 
to the city council.7

Thus it was, into this milieu of political disfranchisement but 
socio-economic acceptance of Jews, that the Cohen family arrived in 
Baltimore in 1808, upon the death of Jacob and Israel Cohen.

Let us now return to the Cohen family and follow their progress 
in America. Jacob and Esther Cohen had no children of their own. They 
had both been well into their thirties when they "married." Esther had 
two sons by her previous marriage to Moses Mordecai, and they did, in

7lbid.
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fact live with the Cohens; hut they did not enter the family business,

gnor were they mentioned in Jacob Cohen’s will. In 1784 Jacob was 
joined in Virginia by his younger brother, Israel, and his British-born 
bride, Judith Jacobs. Joining the family business, Israel was a great 
help to his brother and Israel’s family which grew quite large was a 
source of joy to all the Cohens. Israel’s real claim to fame was that 
he and his wife had seven children, six sons and a daughter, all of 
whom, except Maria who died at a young age, went on to become success­
ful in every aspect of life.

Jacob Cohen, Sr., left his nephews a legacy of much worth, both 
financially and in the example he set for them. Cohen’s ideals come
shining through in his last will and testament. Having spread his
business interests to several cities, the elder Cohen spent much of his 
time commuting between Richmond and Philadelphia and eventually he 
decided to settle and spend his last years in the City of Brotherly 
Love. He even became President of the very Congregation that had 
denied him the right to marry Elizabeth Whitlock Mordecai. An obvious­
ly enlightened and strong willed man, Cohen made some interesting pro­
visions in his will:

It is my will and I do direct that my Negroes, Dick,
Spencer, Mishack and Fannie, together with their 
children be manumitted from slavery immediately 
after my decease; and I do give and bequeath to the 
Dick, Spencer, Mishack, Fannie and Eliza twenty- 
five dollars each. But if any of my said Negroes 
will not accept of their (sic), I do then will and

®The two sons of Esther Mordecai Cohen (Elizabeth Whitlock) 
were not mentioned anywhere in the papers of the Cohen Family or in 
any secondary source. The only information concerning them seems to 
be through the name Whitlock; they appear to have assumed that name 
and may have remained in Virginia.



direct that they have the choice of their own 
Master and that the money arising from the sale 
of them or their wages shall he invested hy the 
mayor and Corporation of the city of Richmond
so as to produce interest, fourth day of July
annually in bread.9

Whatever the reasons, the six sons and one daughter of Israel 
I. Cohen departed with their mother for Baltimore where Jacob Cohen, 
Jr., the eldest of the seven children, set up a banking house, that 
became nationally known and respected. Jacob I. Cohen & Brothers was 
actively involved in all aspects of commercial banking and investment 
and promoted several railroads, such as the Philadelphia, Wilmington 
and Baltimore lines. Jacob Cohen, Jr., also served as director of the,
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad in 1836, later extending his interest to
the insurance business. In this latter area he served as president of
the Baltimore Fire Insurance Company.

However, it was in his efforts from 1817 to 1825 to promote
enactment of the ’’Jew Bill,” removing the last remaining legal vestiges
of discrimination against the Jews of Maryland, that Cohen made his 
most lasting and significant contribution. Before discussing that 
however, let us examine the remarkable career of Jacob Cohen. As al­
ready indicated, his career in Maryland spanned several decades and 
areas of interest. In the fall of 1826, shortly after the Jew Bill was 
passed, Jacob I. Cohen, Jr., and Solomon Etting were elected members of 
the city council. Since there were but 200 Jews in a city whose popu­
lation was 60,000, the fact that two members of the city council were 
Jewish is in itself extraordinary. Besides being active in business

^Herbert Ezekiel and Gaston Lichtenstein, The History of the
Jews of Richmond, 1789-1917 (Richmond: Herbert Ezekiel, 1917)> P* 20.
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and serving1 as a councilman from 1826 onward, Cohen extended his range 
of interests to other areas. The mayor appointed him Commissioner of 
the Baltimore Public Schools in I83I1, stating that because of his 
"integrity, prudence and ability" he had complete trust in Cohen.^
Cohen also served as Commissioner of Finance for five consecutive 
years, and succeeded to the presidency of the city council in l81+5>.

To indicate the wide spectrum of Cohen’s interests, it is 
interesting to note a patent extant in the collection of the Cohen 
Family papers. It was a patent granted by James Monroe in l825>. It 
was granted "whereas Jacob I. Cohen, a citizen of the U.S. hath alleged 
that he has invented a new and useful improvement in the drawing of 
Lotteries....There are therefore to grant, according to law, to the 
said J. I. Cohen and his hiers, administrators of assigns, for the term 
of li| years from the 3̂ 3. &ay of March, one Thousand, eight hundred and 
twenty-five, the full and exclusive right and liberty of making, con­
structing, using and vending to others to be used, the said improve- 

11ment." From the evidence available, it is apparent that Jacob Cohen 
was a fully accepted citizen of Baltimore.

It is probable, too, that the removal of civil disabilities in 
1826 was necessary in order for Cohen or any Jew to hold office, but in 
all other respects Jews had been accepted completely long before. 
Nonetheless, two letters in the Cohen Family papers indicate that,

10j. Hunt to Jacob Cohen, Jr., January 18, I83I4. Cohen Family 
Collection of Public and Private Papers (Cohen Family of Richmond and 
Baltimore). Waltham, Mass., American Jewish Historical Society Library. 
Cited hereafter as Cohen Family Papers, A.J.H.S.

•^James Monroe to Jacob I. Cohen, Jr., March 3> l82£, Ibid.



despite' the seeming acceptance of Jews, the question of anti-semitism 
did arise, at least in the minds of the Jewish community. The first 
letter was from Thomas Kennedy, a member of the city council. A civil 
libertarian, he was consistently concerned with any statutes remaining 
on the books which in any way impeded the rights of any minority group. 
In a letter to Cohen, Kennedy stated:

My dear Sir:
The bill relating to the law of evidence which 
passed the legislature a few days ago, was re­
ported by the committee in Judiciary at my in­
stance. Its object is to remove all descrimina- 
tions (sic) between different religious sects as 
regards the application of the law of evidence... 
that being now obliterated, our statute book is 
purged of an odious and offensive distraction, 
and now truly leaves in the spirit of the new 
constitution of the present age, every man has 
the right of his own conscience.12

The second letter was a very indignant reply that Cohen wrote 
to Joseph Gales, a journalist and erstwhile reformer, after Gales had 
written an article containing anti-semitic overtones. Gales then ans­
wered Cohen's letter with one in which he denied any attempt at being 
offensive.

*
Bear Sjir:
Supposing from your reference to the remark 
"credat Judaim", made use of in the Intelligen­
cer, that there is something offensive to that,
I, who wrote the article in which it appears, am 
wholly innocent of any intention of the kind.
The thought never for a moment occurred to me 
that there could be any offensiveness in it. I 
confess pure ignorance of any application of it 
that can make it so, unless...in a controversy 
about religion. You will oblige me, therefore, 
by pointing out to me the origin of the phrase,

• ^ T h o m a s  Kennedy to Joshua Cohen, February 1+, 181+7 > Ibid.
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that I may so inform myself as to avoid further 
mistakes on the subject.

With great respect I am yours tr.
Joseph Gales, Jr.
March 19, 183$13

The phrase in question, "credat Judaim," is an old one with 
definite anti-semitic overtones. It is used in the sense of "as a Jew 
would believe" or "just like a Jew." Its origin is from the poet 
Horace and it has traditionally been used as a definite slight to any­
one to whom it was applied. Although it has not been possible to dis­
cern further whether Gales had any malicious intent in mind, or even 
whether correspondence was continued, it is ironic to note that Joseph 
Gales was born at Eckerton, near Sheffield, England, the eldest son of 
Thomas Gales, a village school teacher who had been described as "an
Israelite in whom there was no guile.

Nevertheless, Cohen’s reaction was immediate and reflected a 
definite sensitivity to any insult, however slight, to his brethren.
Despite his long and seemingly successful assimilation into a Christian 
milieu, he never lost his ethnic identity —  or sensitivity.

Thus the career of Jacob I. Cohen, Jr., was in mocrocosm the
story of the growth of the Jewish community in Maryland from de facto 
acceptance to full legal recognition of religious minorities. Not only 
did he succeed in his career, gaining wealth, status and acceptance in 
Baltimore, but the entire family made its mark in one way or another 
in Maryland, America and even internationally. The overwhelming success

13joseph Gales, Jr., to Jacob I. Cohen, Jr., March 19, 1835,
Ibid.

^■"Joseph Gales." P. 99 in Dictionary of American Biography.
New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1931*
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of the Cohen family was quite typical of that enjoyed "by other indus­
trious Jews who came to America during this period. They attained 
wealth, high social standing and good education; they tended to he cos­
mopolitan and civic minded and, where permitted, they also served their 
community. An examination of the careers of the other five brothers —  

Mendes, Benjamin, David, Philip and Joshua —  indicates that they too 
became successful, although in different areas of endeavor.

Probably the strangest and most interesting of the sons was 
Mendes Cohen, adventurer and explorer. As different as he was from 
Jacob, his elder brother, Mendes nevertheless won recognition for the 
members of his faith in his own way. Described as a most handsome 
figure "six feet two and a half inches, hazel eyes, dark hair, fair 
skin and common features," he is best known for his extended explor­
ations of the Wile River. After serving in the army in the Battle of 
Port McHenry, he joined the family banking firm. Always something of 
the "black sheep," he found he would rather be an explorer than keep 
banker’s hours. Hence, in l829> at the age of 34* he resigned from the 
firm and began a European tour which took him to Egypt as well. Mendes 
Cohen has since been credited with being the first American to have 
carried the flag of the United States to the Wile River. In the course 
of his journey, he collected many precious artifacts which he donated 
in 1881* to the Johns Hopkins University. Collectively they are known 
as the Cohen Collection of Egyptian Antiquities.

•^Passport of Mendes Cohen, granted in 183U* Cohen Family 
Papers, A.J.H.S.
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As was to be expected from so cosmopolitan a person, Mendes 

Cohen established a widely scattered and varied group of acquaintances.
Sir William Bennett, the Lord Mayor of London, invited him to view 
Parliament while he was in England in 1835*^  His correspondence con­
tains some references to speculations in which he engaged, as well as 
his support for several artistic and cultural exhibitions and endeavors.

Mendes became so widely accepted in his travels that prominent 
government officials entrusted him to convey communications of a public 
nature between the United States and other nations. One extant docu­
ment, a brief note to Benjamin Rush, secretary of the American Legation 
in London indicates this activity. In it he indicated that he would 
not be leaving London at a time which would enable him to carry some 
important documents to Paris. "I am obliged to you for your note of 
yesterday," he wrote to Rush, "and have in consequence given the dis­
patches of which I spoke to another gentleman who is going to Prance 

17tomorrow." 1
The Cohen family also produced a prominent physician, Joshua 

(1801-70) who was the youngest of Israel Cohen's sons. He became one 
of the first otologists in America. After studying at the University 
of Maryland, where he specialized in Opthamology and Otology, he was 
graduated in 1823. Shortly thereafter, he established an eye and ear 
clinic with another noted specialist, Dr. Samuel Chew. Later he went 
on to become President of the "Medical and Chirurigal" faculty of his 
alma mater where he became very prominent in his specialty.

"^Letter to Mendes Cohen, 1835 > Ibid.
■^Letter to Mendes Cohen, n.d., Ibid.
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What is most interesting about Joshua, perhaps, is the catho­

licity of his interests. Not only was he involved in his research and 
medical practice, but he actively participated in many civic and social 
movements, as did his brother, Jacob. He, too, served as a member of 
the city council after 1827, and fought to end civil discriminations.
The study of history intrigued him and he became one of the founders 
and trustees of the Maryland Historical Society.

As was true of all the Cohens, Joshua had an abiding interest 
in aiding fellow Jews. He served as an agent for donations that were 
made in Baltimore to the poor members of his faith. On one occasion 
in 1854, W. E. Wyatt asked his opinion of an appeal for aid made by 
Jews in the Holy Land, who were the victims of famine and pestilence.
Wyatt inquired whether the appeal had the support of the Jews of Balti­
more. Joshua replied it did, and he acted as an agent to collect the

l8donations and forward them to the Holy Land.
Socially Joshua’s circle of friends appears to have included 

many non-Jews and he dined with the Catholic Archbishop Eccleston of 
Maryland often. He also engaged in many social activities outside the 
Jewish community.

The fourth son, Bavid, lived from 1800 to l81|7 and in that 
short time became a well known financial expert and one of the founders 
of the Baltimore Stock Exchange. Although one finds little written 
about David, there is one item in the family papers addressed to him 
which is of some 'interest. Signed by Mayor Van Buren, son of President 
Martin Van Buren, it concerns payment of a $10.00 membership fee in the

l8W. E. Wyatt to Joshua Cohen, 185U, Ibid.
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"Jockey Club of Maryland," which was an exclusive club or organization 
to which they both belonged. David married Miss Harriet Cohen of Nor­
folk and there appears to have been no family relationship between 
them; their son, Mendes, became a very well known civil engineer.

Benjamin Cohen became a lifelong partner of the family firm and 
was active in public life to some degree. Mayor P. C. Leaken, of Bal­
timore, for example, appointed him a judge of elections.

Benjamin married Kitty Etting, a daughter of one of the most 
prestigious Jewish families of the South. Their son, Edward, distin­
guished himself as a Confederate soldier, and, like his father, became 
a prominent banker. After the war, Edward settled in Richmond, Vir­
ginia, site of the old family home; he became a successful stock broker, 
president of the City Bank of Richmond, and secretary of Beth Shalome 
Congregation which his great uncle, Jacob Cohen, had formed.

A second son of Benjamin and Kitty Cohen, Israel, eventually 
became the driving spirit in the formation of the Baltimore Academy of 
Music. In turn, his daughter, Eleanor Cohen (1858-1937)> became the 
most prominent of the third generation of Cohens. Eleanor was instru­
mental in improving and expanding the Maryland Historical Society.
Carrying on in the tradition of her uncles Joshua and Mendes, she pre­
sented the Society with valuable collections of paintings, miniatures, 
ornaments, silverware and furnishings. It was she who deposited much 
of the Cohen family memorabalia and correspondence with the Society.

The sixth son, Philip, served in the War of 1812. He then 
married Augusta Myers, and settled in Norfolk, Virginia. Little is 
known of his career except that he served as city postmaster until his 
death in 1852. Likewise, there are no- references extant in the family
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papers to Maria, the only daughter of Israel Cohen. Evidently she 
never married and died prematurely in 1821.

As we have noted, only three of the six sons married. We can 
try to discern why that is so, but the most probable reason is the 
lack of women of their faith and their lack of desire to marry out of 
their faith. The most successful and longest living of the Cohen 
family —  Jacob, Mendes and Joshua —  never had families. Benjamin 
and Kitty Cohen had eleven children, Philip and Augusta had eight 
children, and David and Harriet had seven children —  among the three 
brothers that had married there were 26 offspring. It is unfortunate 
that the two surviving grandaughters of Israel Cohen never married, 
and from all evidence it appears the family line did not continue after 
the death of Eleanor in 1937*

As we have seen, the Cohen family’s move to Baltimore was a 
most successful one. Not only were they successful in their business 
endeavors, which prospered in this growing commercial center, but they 
were all accepted in the social life of the city, and where it was pos­
sible, even granted some political privileges despite the ban on Jews 
holding offices. The Cohens are typical of many other early American 
Jewish families. They were well educated, cosmopolitan, civic minded 
and had a catholicity about their interests. They were prominent 
socially and prosperous in business. Thus, they became part of the 
fiber that was making a nation.

Why didn't the Cohens encounter obstacles in participating in 
the economic or social scene, as they did in the political sphere?
Again we may answer this contradiction by the obvious fact that they 
fulfilled a role in Maryland, as merchants, for which there was an
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ever-increasing need as the city's economy expanded. It is also 
important to note that the Cohen's came to Baltimore with substantial 
financial resources. They thus had an advantage over other immigrants 
whether from the states or abroad. This advantage enabled them to 
enter Baltimore society at an upper level where economic and social, 
if not political, acceptance was more readily offered. The Cohens, in 
turn, utilized their business success as a springboard to move into 
areas of society that had been denied to them. Wealthy and well 
educated, they were able to become part of and contribute much to the 
society they lived in and still retain much of their old world culture 
and religion.

We shall devote the next chapter to the struggle of the Jewish 
community of Maryland for equality in the eyes of the law. This 
struggle was fought primarily by the Christian members of the Maryland 
legislature who felt that religious minorities were being denied their 
just rights as .American citizens. The members of the Jewish community 
played a decisive, though behind-the-scenes, role in the struggle that 
culminated in 1826 in the passage of the "Jew Bill."



CHAPTER III

THE JEW BILL

As was discussed in the last chapter, the Jews of Maryland 
suffered under a peculiar legal impediment. They were effectively 
"barred from political life. This disability was preserved in a series 
of laws promulgated in the years 1715 "to 177& which opened offices of 
trust only to those who would take the oath "upon the true faith of a 
Christian." The Constitution of 177& continued these disabilities as 
did the Fundamental Charter of 1789> offering full civil and political 
equality to those male white citizens who declared their belief in the 
Christian religion.^" The struggle to remove this disability was of 
significant interest to the Cohen Family as to the entire Jewish com­
munity of Baltimore, for no matter how far they might progress economi­
cally or how "accepted" they were socially, their political equality 
as American citizens remained in doubt. Jacob I. Cohen, Jr., increas­
ingly disturbed by this political impediment, quietly but determinedly 
worked to have it removed.

The sparsity of Jewish settlement in Maryland prior to the 
Revolutionary War was in large degree due to the nature of the colony's 
concept of "toleration." The Toleration Act of l6i{.9 stated "that noe

Jacob R. Marcus, Early American Jewry: The Jews of Pennsyl­
vania and the South, 1655-1790 (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1953)> P * 68.
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person or persons whatsoever within this province.. .professing to 
believe in Jesus Christ, shall from henceforth been.any waies troubled, 
molested or discountenanced for or in respect of his religion nor in 
the free exercise thereof within this province, nor any well compelled

pto the belief or exercise of any religion against his or her consent." 
There never was any concern about the freedoms or liberties of the non-
Christian and the history of Maryland is one where "toleration and co-
ersion alternated frequently in the province."-^

When the Church of England was firmly established in the royal 
colony of Maryland in 1692, church membership became a prerequisite to 
citizenship and this limitation was perpetuated by the state constitu­
tion of 1777.

Though there was no direct provision in the 
first constitution of the state adopted in 1777 
against the Jew, it vouchsafed no rights to the 
Jew —  while the Bill of Rights admitted in one 
breath that it is the duty of every man to wor­
ship God in such manner as he thinks most accept­
able to him, in the other it assumed protection 
and religious liberty only to Christians. In 
another clause it was provided that a declaration 
of belief in the Christian religion should be 
made by anyone desiring admission to any office 
of trust or profit in the stated

In other colonies, the struggle for freedom during the revolu­
tion effected the separation of church and state and the granting of 
full and equal privileges to Jews. Maryland remained steadfast, how­
ever, in its denial of rights to non-Christians.

^Jack P. Greene, ed., Settlements to Society, 15?81+-1763 (New 
York: McGraw-Hill Co., 1966), p. 1+9•

Ê. M. Alfeld, Jewish Struggle for Religious and Civil Liberty 
in Maryland (Baltimore: M. Curlander, 192l|), p. £.
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■ However we may chose to assess the opportunities available to

Jews in Baltimore, we find that they, along with Catholics, were in a
very ambiguous situation. Even after the ratification of the federal
Constitution in 17^9 > which legally conferred American citizenship upon
Jews and thus the right to hold federal office, they were still insu­

ltgible to take part in the government of the state of Maryland.
However, as the experiences of the Cohen family demonstrated,

Jews in Maryland often received de facto acceptance, and the stigmas of
political disfranchisement were openly ignored.

Be Jure the act of toleration of 1649 it is seen 
could punish with death an imprudent comparison 
of the miracle of Christ with those of Moses and 
the magicians of Egypt. On the other hand, an 
unbeliever useful in an economic sense was per­
mitted to live de facto in peace and even in 
quiet profession of his faith.^

The first move in the struggle for equality came as early as
1797 when Solomon Etting and Bernard Gratz, another prominent merchant
in Baltimore, petition the General Assembly to place Jews on the same
legal footing with other good citizens. The petition was read, but the
committee to which it was referred reported that while it believed the
request to be reasonable, a constitutional question was involved and
recommended that the petition be submitted to the House at its next

7session.'
Thus began the long battle for legal equality. Having been 

%bid., p. £.
^American Jewish Historical Review, Volume I, Humber 4 (Balti­

more: Lord Baltimore Press, 1939)> P» 4-
^Isadore Blum, The History of the Jews of Baltimore (Baltimore: 

Historical Review Publishing Company, 1910), p. 5>»
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politely "dropped" "by the Maryland legislature, Gratz and Etting seemed
to stop their campaign there. It was not until "five years later
(that) a petition from the sect of people called Jews stating that they
were deprived of holding any office or trust under the constitution and

8laws of this state was refused by a vote of 3” "to 17." Since this 
proposal was ignored by the assembly of 1802-1803 "no further attempt 
to introduce the bill was made until the year 1817. In the interim 
the winds of change were blowing through the commonwealth. In 1815, 
the legislature enacted a law forbidding the government the power to 
levy a tax for the support of the Christian religion. This was an im­
portant initial step in liberalizing attitudes toward religion. It 
should be noted that it was almost twenty years after most other states 
had made certain the separation of church and state was quite distinct.
"While the numbers of Jews had been gradually increasing, their activi­
ties in the community were expanding enormously as well.

As Professor Blum has observed in his study of the Jews of Bal­
timore, as time passed it became ever more difficult for the growing 
Jewish community to remain limited by archaic and useless laws.

For the Cohens and Ettings who occupied high posi­
tions in commercial and public life, their civic 
disabilities must have been especially irksome.
For Solomon Etting and J. I. Cohen, Jr., engaged 
in a determined and sustained effort to have the 
religious test abolished; Jacob I. Cohen being 
the author of the successive petitions for relief 
and the proposed constitutional amendments for 
relief that beseiged every session of the legisla­
ture from I8l8 to 1825. The prestige of these 
leaders and the righteousness of their cause

8Ibid., p. 5.
^Alfeld, Jewish Struggle, p. 12.
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enlisted the sympathy and active aid of men 
prominent in public affairs.

Perhaps one of the most important of the latter was the afore­
mentioned Thomas Kennedy, the representative from Washington County. 
Kennedy sparked the battle in behalf of the Jewish community. Aberra­
tion from religious intolerance became his life work and historians 
have generally credited him with responsibility for obtaining full civil 
and political rights for Maryland’s Jews.

Nonetheless the Jewish community also decided to take a quiet
but determined stand on the issue of civil liberties. They worked by
indirection rather than openly, for they feared that an outward display
to remove the oath would only anger those people in the community who
believed in the concept of a Christian state for Christians alone. In
a letter to E. S. Thomas, a member of the legislature dated December
10, l8l8, Jacob Cohen wrote:

Noticing the proceedings of the present legisla­
ture of Maryland I observe a committee has been 
appointed in the House of Delegates to bring in 
a bill to extend to persons professing the Jew­
ish religion the same civil privileges that are 
enjoyed by other religious sects....
You cannot be aware, Sir, from not having felt 
the presure of religious intolerance of the emo­
tions excited in the breast of an Israelite when­
ever the theme of liberty of conscience is can­
vassed. ..it awakens every spark of feeling in 
support of those inalienable rights, which the 
very nature of man forbids a transfer.

Cohen then proceeded to delineate what the Jewish community

■^Blum, History of the Jews, p. £.
■^Letter to E. S. Thomas, December 10, l8l8. Cohen Family Col­

lection of Public and Private Papers (Cohen Family of Richmond and Bal­
timore). Waltham, Mass., American Jewish Historical Society Library. 
Cited hereafter as Cohen Family Papers, A.J.H.S.
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desired in the way of change. He wrote:
The grievance complained of and for which redress 
is asked is that part of the Constitution of 
Maryland, which requiring a declaration of belief 
in the Christian religion prevents a Jew accept­
ing any office his fellow men might elect him to 
or think him deserving the enjoyment of. He is 
incapacitated because he cannot abjure the prin­
ciples instilled into him of worshipping the al­
mighty according to the dictates of his own con­
science, and take an oath of belief in their 
tenets as if such declaration of belief made him 
a better man or one more capable of exercising 
the duties of the office....because he cannot con­
sent to act hypocritically he is deemed unworthy 
to be trusted and to be as it were disfranchised—  
thus incapacitating on the very grounds that ought 
to entitle him to confidence —  in the discharge 
of ang duty he might be called upon to perform 
• • • •

In discussing the paradox of this system, what Cohen suggests 
is that despite his social and business acceptance, he felt himself to 
be a second-class citizen. In this sense Cohen was speaking as the 
archetype for all Jews in Baltimore, who, though accepted socially or 
economically, still felt the pinch of political inequality due to cer­
tain archaic laws. The ensuing struggle to remove the hated oath be­
came a long and involved one, led by Thomas Kennedy. As a final result 
of this long and bitter fight

an act for the Relief of the Jews of Maryland pro­
viding that 'every citizen of this state profess­
ing the Jewish religion who shall be appointed to 
any office of profit or trust shall, in addition 
to the required oaths, make and subscribe to a be­
lief in the future state of rewards and punishment, 
instead of the declaration now required by the 
state.113

12Ibid.
13Blum, History of the Jews, pp. 5“7»
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The story of the Act’s passage goes "back to Thomas Kennedy who

first presented the hill to the Maryland House of Delegates in 1818.
He believed in complete religious liberty for all men. In one speech
he made before the legislature, he pleaded emotionally for the passage
of the bill:

For the present then I will pause to hear what 
others have to say. A few short years, Mr.
Speaker, you and I and all who now hear we must 
leave this transitory scene. Let us then pass 
this bill, let us pass it unanimously. We will 
never repent it, even on a dying pillow. It 
will comfort us to think that we have done at 
least one good act in our lives, that we have 
been instrumental in establishing religious free­
dom in Maryland, that we have broken the yoke of 
superstition and prejudice and let the oppressed 
go free, and that we have caused happiness to 
many an anxious heart. ^

As a consequence of his action, Kennedy encountered political
opposition at home and nearly lost his seat in the Maryland Legislature.

He was bitterly assailed as being ’an enemy of 
Christianity,’ a 'Judas Iscariot,' 'one half Jew 
and the other half not a Christian’ and 'if he 
should be re-elected he would renew his shameful 
attack upon the Christian religion. 1 But Kennedy 
still found that he maintained his popularity and 
he was returned to the Legislature. Through his 
able generalship and burning eloquence the bill 
passed the House of Delegates for the first time 
in 1822. It went through by a slender majority 
and, under the Constitution it had to be approved 
by the next legislature before becoming operative; 
hence, it became the issue before the people at
the election for members of the General Assembly 
in 1823.^

Although the bill was presented in 1823 at the next legislature
it failed to pass at this time. The reason for that may in part lie in

^Alfeld, Jewish Struggle, p. 27.
^Ibid.
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the fact that the only spokesmen for the bill were interested members 
of the Maryland legislature and no positive action supporting the bill 
had been taken by the Jewish community itself.

By this time it became evident that the Jewish community would 
have to indicate their dissatisfaction with the status quo and ask for 
a change. In hopes of influencing the legislators to vote for the 
bill, they submitted the first direct appeal to the legislature by the 
Jewish community of Baltimore, an unsigned memorial to the Delegate 
Assembly to be read preceding the debates. A question does arise as 
to why the statement they sent was unsigned. Perhaps the situation had 
become so heated that the Jewish community felt that having their names 
attached to it might be damaging for them personally; or, because they 
had remained anonymous and in the background a change of tactics might 
prove damaging to their cause. It is also possible that if the peti­
tion was submitted in the name of the entire Jewish community, it might 
provoke opposition.

The statement made by the Jewish community (see Appendix A) 
should help us understand the controversy a bit more clearly. The 
questions raised by the Jews were important ones and went to the very 
core of the controversy. First, they raised the question of equal 
rights with their fellow citizens, stressing that their refusal to take 
oaths was not an attempt to diminish or destroy Christianity but to 
prove that they had the strength of their own commitments and convic­
tions. They also noted that their inequality was not the consequence 
of "civil delinquencies, for habits of social intemperance, or a dis­
regard of the obligations of religion...the retribution for a too honest 
perseverance in conscientious faith, unmindful of political disqualifi-
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cations, of social inconvenience, and individual contumely." They
argued that the "same manly and virtuous constancy which exerted in
the cause of their country, would entitle them to be honored as
patriots, exposes them to proscription, when exercised in the service
of the acknowledged God.

The second point they presented was included in the ideology
of the Declaration of Independence and the First Amendment. That is,
to disqualify any group of citizens upon the basis of religion is in
fact to destroy the basis upon which the nation is built: "that to
disqualify any class of your citizens, is for the people to disqualify 

17themselves." Such arbitrary discrimination contravened the progress 
of enlightened nations in the western world. "No speck should endure 
upon the purity of that code, sublime in its nature, as in its origins,

1 Oit is confessedly divine." The Jewish population, therefore, while 
feeling it better to remain anonymous and solidly supporting the bill, 
made it clear they felt their rights had been abrogated.

To gauge the strength of the opposition, it might be helpful 
to study a Christian’s support of the bill and the resulting criticism 
leveled at him. Thomas Kennedy, legislator and Catholic, was in total 
accord with the bill. The people who feared Kennedy and his struggle 
for equality tried to make it appear that the fight was not a just one, 
but one .which pitted Christianity against atheism or Unitarianism, 
which, they claimed, was a cover for Judaism. As Alfeld points out in

l6Ibid., p. 29.
17Ibid.
l8Ibid., p. 31.



his study of the Jew Bill, in only one issue of the Torch Light, there
were fourteen articles condemning the struggle for the Jew Bill and
its proponents:

A 'Christian Voter' asked the people of Maryland 
whether 'we wish to strike from our laws the last 
clause which declares our profession of Chris­
tianity. The passage of the bill would sap the 
foundations of all we hold dear. ' A native of 
Maryland declares 'that all the million of the 
persecuted race which are scattered abroad 
throughout the whole earth are welcome to our 
country. We will be friends with them. We will 
give them anything but our country. We cannot 
make them masters over us.'19

Benjamin Galloway, of Washington County, led the opposition to 
the bill. "This bigot maintained that the bill was an assault upon the 
Christian religion; that it would promote infidelity; that Thomas Ken­
nedy (who wrote the bill and was its Strongest supporter) was a native 
of Scotland, a country flooded with infidels. The approaching election, 
Galloway claimed, would decide definitely whether Christianity or Uni­
tarians would govern Washington County and the state. He boldly pro­
claimed that he did not wish the support of any Jews, Deists, Mahamme-

20dans or Unitarians, but wanted every Christian to come forward."
Those candidates who supported the "Jew Bill" were defeated in 

the elections. Reflecting upon the results of the election, newspapers, 
including the National Intelligencer and Niles Register claimed that a 
religious hysteria had taken hold of the people and their fears were 
the cause of Kennedy's defeat.

19lbid.
2QIbid., p. 32.
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Galloway insisted that to grant religious equality was to under­

mine Christianity. He wrote:
Preferring as I do, Christianity to Judaism, Deism,
Unitarianism, or any other new fangled ism, I de­
preciate any change in our state government, cal­
culated to afford the least chance to the enemies 
of Christianity, of undermining it, in the belief 
of the people of Maryland....

In the end Kennedy's defeat doomed the Jew Bill in the forth­
coming session of the state Legislature. Miles Register, the most in­
fluential and popular periodical in Baltimore, commented upon Gallo­
way' s success:

With much regret we have to believe that the late 
elections in this state made it probable that our 
Constitution will not be amended, as proposed, at 
this next session, by striking out the religious 
test required of members of the Legislature, and
others appointed to office. It is a shame that
in this enlightened day and in this free country, 
an attempt should be made, by government, to force 
the consciences of men, in matters of faith to 
prescribe the duties which they owe to their crea­
tor. 22

In 1823, as a result of this opposition and inflammatory rhe­
toric, the Assembly defeated the bill by a vote of 1+lj. to 28, although 
it passed in the State Senate by a vote of 8 to 6. Kennedy afterwards
wrote to his friends "that although exiled at home, I shall continue
to battle for the measure, aye, until my last drop of blood. So
dedicated was he to this cause that he promised to run the following 
year as an independent candidate for the Assembly. Hope was still 
alive, for indeed he was elected!

2:1 Ibid., p. 33.
22Ibid., p. 3U.

23ibid.



53

'Many citizens were overjoyed that Kennedy was returning to the
Legislature to resume the fight for equality. Miles Register, under
the date of February 2$, l82j, said:

Another attempt is being made in the legislature 
of the State to relieve the Jews of the political 
disqualification to which they are now subjected 
by the Constitution. Surely, the day of such 
things has passed away and it is abusive of com­
mon sense to talk about republicanism, while we 
refuse liberty of conscience in matters so impor­
tant as those which have relation to what a man 
owes his creator, as to the articles of his reli­
gious faith. But in Maryland... the doctrine pro­
mulgated by the Congress of irj6 that all men are 
created free and equal is constitutionally pro­
nounced to be false —  because that it is artifi­
cial, whereby one man, in one county may have ten 
times the political weight of another man, in an 
adjoining county. If the free citizens of the 
State were represented in the Legislature, this 
fragment of the barbarous ages, in respect to the 
Jews, would soon be stricken from the Constitution 
of the state.

If this logic had been carried to its completion, perhaps the 
people of Maryland would have been faced with the question of the equal­
ity of other minorities —  perhaps even with the awful question of the 
"rights" and inequality of the Black man in America. To have faced 
the question of Jewish equality might have opened a door for some to 
the question of the slave and this may indeed have been too difficult 
to face.

Eventually, through slow presentation of the facts, the people 
of Maryland were made cognizant of the inequities that existed in the 
State Constitution of Maryland. "Newspapers and magazines throughout 
the country were branding the conduct of Galloway and his supporters as

2i+rbid., p. 35.
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disgrace and shame."2^

Many notable figures came out in support of the hill. Thomas 
Jefferson was moved to write letters to Maryland newspapers in l8l8 
praising the Jewish population. Many letters were written and some 
reprinted which appealed to the public's conscience by asking that 
"liberty of conscience prevail and that every narrow idea be annulled 
in religion, government and commerce."^

Meanwhile, shortly after the new Legislature convened, Kennedy 
moved that the House create a special committee to reconsider the Jew 
Bill. The Committee was formed and the confirmatory bill was ready 
for discussion in January, 1826. The bill was reported out of commit­
tee by Kennedy .with the following remarks and recommendations:

Your committee, therefore, are unanimously of 
opinion, that it is just, that it is expedient 
that Jews and Christians should be placed on an 
equal footing in regard to their civil rights 
and privileges. That the adoption of this mea­
sure is recommended by reason as well as by 
Scripture; stronger arguments are surely unneces­
sary. The mists of ignorance and of supersti­
tion are passing away at the approach of the sun 
of liberty; they are scarcely seen in other 
states; let them no longer cast a gloom over our 
beloved Maryland; let their baneful influence be 
felt no more; let them vanish forever.
Your committee therefore, beg leave to report a 
bill entitled, "An act to extend to the sect of 
people professing the Jewish religion, the same 
rights and privileges that are enjoyed by Chris­
tians

Accompanying the bill was a report from the committee which

2%bid., p. 36. 
26Ibid.
27lbid., p. 76.



stressed that Maryland, the land settled as a haven for oppressed
peoples, could no longer afford to retain on its books any statute
which marred freedom for any group. "Shall Maryland which ought to
lead the van in the glorious cause of freedom, civil, political and
religious, be the last to adopt a system which the other states in

28general and the United States have adopted?"
Once again, the question that arose from the debates was 

whether or not granting toleration and equality to Jews threatened 
the foundations of Christianity. Opponents of the "Jew Bill" certainly 
believed that its passage would weaken the religion of the majority of 
the people. In their minds, removal of the oath was tantamount to say­
ing that one need not believe in God. This they equated with atheism. 
In contrast, the strongest support for the passage of the bill seems 
to have come from Catholics. The question might arise as to whether 
the Roman Catholics stood to gain from the passage of the Jew Bill.
It appears that their only gain might be in making Maryland the mecca 
of freedom George Calvert had hoped it to be. Their own experience in 
the colony had been one filled with prejudice against their own reli­
gion, as we have discussed above. However, by 1826 their legal rights 
were quite equal to other citizens. To end the hated oath, therefore, 
was to end the last vestige of constitutional discrimination against 
religious minorities. This would seem to have been their major aim 
and the only gains they could accrue would be thro-ugh the freedom of 
their fellow citizens.

One citizen who noticed Catholic support for the bill was Jacob

28Ibid.
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I. Cohen, Jr. Cohen clearly recognized this in a letter to. Mordecai
Noah in 1826:

I have duly noticed in the National Advocate the 
remarks on the failure of the Jew Bill before the 
Legislature of this state in that past hearing on 
the Catholics on the supposition of their influ­
ence in the rejection of the bill permit me to 
say is not so. I think the impressions are incor­
rect —  my opinion is founded on the liberal ex­
pressions of sentiment by the Catholics within 
the circle of my acquaintance in this city and 
who are among the principal of that religious sect 
in this state....In the Senate on General Winder’s 
motion, Mr. Taney, a Catholic, addressed that body 
in eloquent strains in favor of abolishing test 
oaths universally.29

The arguments advanced in behalf of the bill were many, but 
basically they centered on the- atrocities of prejudice and anti- 
Semitism in Maryland. We can glance at a small segment of the discus­
sions concerning the bill. The central figure in the struggle was, 
of course, Thomas Kennedy, and he advanced many arguments in favor of 
passage. The theme of Kennedy’s remarks concerned not only anti­
semitism, but prejudice in general. "There is only one opponent that

30I fear at this time and that is Prejudice," he declared.
To prove he was motivated solely by his own conscience, Kennedy 

claimed he had absolutely no connections with the Jewish community.
This piece of evidence could be used to indicate the lack of any hidden 
or personal reason for the Roman Catholic leaders to support the bill, 
as well as the fact that the Jewish community stayed well in the back­
ground during the entire struggle. Kennedy states his reasons for

29lbid., pp. 52-3.
30lbid., p. 80.
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supporting the "bills

The subject was mentioned to me in Baltimore dur­
ing the last session, not by a Jew, but by a Gen­
tile gentleman. My situation was then like that 
of many of the people of Maryland —  I either did 
not know, nor was it a subject indeed that never 
until the moment it was mentioned, I was convinced 
that such distinctions were wrong and that they 
ought to be abolished forever.3̂-

In another statement in the Assembly he described the need for
the bill eloquently:

There are few Jews in the United States; in Mary­
land there are very few, but if there was only 
one —  to that one, we ought to do justice....
Their situation is far different in every other 
state in the union —  their situation is very dif­
ferent even under some of the despotic governments 
of Europe.... But the privileges enjoyed by Jews... 
in our sister states, are denied in Maryland, be­
cause they will not subscribe to our belief. Is 
it not arrogance, and arrogance not at all con­
genial with the spirit of Christianity for us to 
say, in fact that we Christians, and we only are 
all that is great and good, that we only can be 
trusted to fill public offices....
A religious test can never be productive of any 
good effect, it may prevent the honest and the 
conscious, from accepting an office, but the de­
praved, the ambitious man, will not be stopped by 
so feeble a barrier....
I mean to assert...that Maryland is the only state 
in the Union where Jews are excluded from all 
offices....
Is it not strange, is it not absurd and redicu- 
lous that a Jew should be denied every office 
under the state of Maryland and yet be eligible 
to all offices under the Constitution of the 
United States?32

31Ibid.
32Ibid., p. 105.
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Kennedy clearly was dedicated to passage of the "Jew Bill", and 

he detested the prejudice that existed in Maryland. But despite the 
eloquence of the rhetoric, the hill as worded, did not actually remove 
the oath; it simply permitted Jews not to take it upon assuming of­
fices. Kennedy had wanted to eliminate it completely from the Consti­
tution. Bor tactical reasons, however, he was willing to compromise.
He knew that other members of the assembly, who sympathized with the 
purpose of the bill, might not be willing to go as far as to remove 
the oath entirely. "On this point," he declared, "I must candidly de­
clare that were it left to me, I would abolish the religious test 
entirely without any exception, and am ready should it meet with the 
approbation of the House, to submit a motion to that effect, so as to 
make the Bill general.

Others in the Assembly supported the bill. Among them were a 
Mr. Washington of Montgomery County, who was answered by Colonel James 
Brown of Queen Anne’s County. Debate continued with a Mr. E. S.
Thomas of Baltimore, who made a very powerful though short statement 
advocating the bill. The gentleman who lent great support to Kennedy 
in asking for the passage of the bill was E. M. Breckenridge. (His 
complete statement can be found in Appendix B.)

In reading over his extensive remarks, it is clear that Breck­
enridge raised several fundamental points. To the charge that elimin­
ating the oath would lead to the destruction of Christianity in the 
Commonwealth, he replied that there was no firm evidence that such 
action would endanger the religion of the majority of the people.

33ibid.



Another important part of his speech concerned the existence of preju­
dice among the legislators, and again he pointed out that there was 
actually a great deal of prejudice and anti-semitic feeling within the 
representatives. This, he felt, was the real reason for the opposition 
to so mild and necessary an action. Thus the speech gives us some 
further insight into the controversy.

Finally, after a long battle, the "Jew Bill" passed the Assem­
bly on January 5, 1826:

When the confirmatory Bill was ready to be put 
to a vote...Kennedy arose with the native modes­
ty, which was one of his finest characteristics, 
and disclaimed all honor for bringing the sub­
ject before the Legislature. Kennedy's address 
was again illuminating and inspiring, as was that 
of John S. Tyson of Baltimore city, who prayed for 
immortality on what he had to say in order that 
'Thomas Kennedy's glory may be perpetuated to pos­
terity. ' None dared to reply and the bill was 
passed by a vote of 2j£-to 32. Thus came to a 
glorious end this great Marylander1s struggle for 
religious liberty. The amendment not only did away 
with the religious test as a qualification for 
office, but repealed, in effect, the provision in 
the Bill of Rights, assuring protection only to 
persons professing the Christian r e l igion.34

Clearly, while it was acceptable to grant the Jew economic and
social equality, it took great work to overcome the hesitancy to put
Jews on an equal footing in the political arena. Finally on February
26, 1826, it passed the upper Chamber and became law. It read:

Section 1 Be it enacted by the General Assembly 
of Maryland, that every citizen of this state 
professing the Jewish Religion, and who shall 
hereafter be appointed to any office of trust 
under the State of Maryland, shall in addition 
to the oaths required to be taken by the consti­
tution and laws of the State or of the United 
States, make and subscribe a declaration of his

3t*ibia.. P. 37-
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belief in a future state of rewards and punishments, 
in the stead of the declaration now required by 
the constitution and form of government of this 
state.
Section 2 Be it enacted, that the several clauses 
and sections of the declaration of rights, consti­
tutional and form of government, and every part of 
any law of this state contrary to the provisions 
of this act, so far as respects the sect of people 
aforesaid, shall be, and the same is hereby de­
clared to be repealed and annulled on the confir­
mation thereof.
Section 3. And- "be it enacted, that if this act shall 
be confirmed by the General Assembly of Maryland, 
after the next election of delegates in the first 
session after such a new election as the constitu­
tion and form of government directs, in such case 
this act and the alterations of the said constitu­
tion and form of government shall constitute and be 
valued as a part of the said constitution and form 
of government to all intents and purposes, anything 
therein contained to the contrary not withstanding.35

After a long and difficult battle dating back to 1810, Jews
finally gained an equal political footing with their fellow Marylanders
and Americans. Throughout they remained quietly in the background but
always they worked in other areas to succeed and be accepted. They
were always aware and supportive of the struggle; they did not wish to

Oremain silent, but felt compelled to do so. The fact that they felt 
they had to remain silent indicated they feared overt activity would 
provoke widespread prejudice or counter reaction.

The "Jew Bill" Corrected a situation which had made the colony, 
which was created for toleration,the most intolerant, and it enhanced 
America's claim to democracy. The entire struggle for equality was 
long and sometimes bitter, but it displayed the dedication to freedom

35lbid., pp. 111-127.
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so many Americans felt. In 1826 America was "but awakening to the 
realization that many of its citizens were not a part of the political 
machinery, and perhaps the "Jew Bill" was one of the clearest indica­
tions that in politics America was becoming an egalitarian society.



CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS

The Jews of Colonial America were, for the most part, an 
integral and accepted part of the society. The main conclusion we can 
draw is that while they may have faced some resistance to their poli­
tical involvement in America, socially and economically they truly 
shared the American experience. The Jews of early America were needed 
in the society to fill the role of merchant, businessman, banker and 
promoter in an ever expanding economy. As they became increasingly 
essential to that society, they used their position as leverage to 
move into other areas of life.

There are several significant trends or patterns that can be 
extrapolated from the life style presented by the Cohen family. First 
of all, these people were immigrant Jews who tried to sacrifice as 
little of their tradition as possible, maintaining their customs and 
beliefs when they ventured to the new world. With surprising agility, 
however, they became a part of American society and seem to have been 
able to.operate in a dual capacity. They learned to accept the values, 
along with the life style of an alien culture, all the while not for­
getting their own past and heritage.

If the Cohen family is typical, which from all indications it 
appears to be, the Jews of America were an active part of the communi­
ties they entered, often far out of proportion to their small numbers.
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As businessmen, they found ready clientele for their services. Once 
they earned sufficient status in the business community, they seem to 
have been accepted in the upper social circles. Their acceptance was 
based upon two major factors: they were needed in the society to fill
the role of businessmen and therefore were an asset to the community, 
and, once they achieved a certain life style, they could participate 
in the activities of the upper socio-economic groups, despite their 
religious differences. One other point is worth noting. Colonial Jews, 
like their European predecessors, settled in an urban environment.
They had little desire to own land. This meant that their major inter- 
ests and abilities would be channeled into the field of commerce.

Once they established themselves, prospered and practiced the 
same life style as other wealthy Americans, it was not difficult for 
the community to ignore their religious differences and accept them.
The fact that their political rights were limited in many places, such 
as Maryland, however, is proof that no matter how far Jews had come, 
the acceptance was in some measure still one of convenience. Fozj, many 
Americans still believed Jews were different and they imposed restraints 
upon their civil rights. The struggle over the "Jew Bill" in Maryland 
points out there was great hesitancy to put the Jews on an equal poli­
tical plane.

In the two states we have studied, Virginia and Maryland, we 
have seen that Jews were barred from citizenship and office holding, 
although they participated in the economic and social life of the 
societies. In Virginia, prior to the Revolution, they were put in the 
same category as Negroes, convicts and non-Christians and in this par­
ticular instance were barred from testifying in courts. In'Virginia,



61*
largely' due to the work of Thomas Jefferson and others of his stature, 
this constitutional prejudice was eliminated to a large degree by the 
year 1800. The Jews in Virginia could hold office, vote, own land, and 
enjoy all the rights of citizenship relatively early. This reversal of 
policy stems in part from the movement for egalitarianism that came 
with the aftermath of American independence.

Maryland, on the other hand, presented a completely different 
picture. By the time the Jews settled there, they found an open door 
for their economic endeavors. Again, they were welcomed by the commu­
nity and had no trouble establishing their business activities; again 
social acceptance also was forthcoming. But in political matters, it 
is quite obvious that the Jews were outsiders, and mistrusted. They 
could not hold any office in Maryland, despite the fact that they were 
citizens of the United States and as such could hold all Federal 
offices. Thus there was a very incongruent nature in the treatment the 
Jews received in Maryland; especially when one considers the fact that 
this was the colony founded as a religious "haven." The available 
information suggests the existence of some anti-semitism and dislike of 
the Jews specifically as the reason for the treatment. Thus prejudice 
did exist, even if it was below the surface and hidden a good part of 
the time. The Jew was tolerated because he was needed and because by 
this time, he had control of financial holdings the Christian community 
could ill afford to tamper with or destroy. Again we come to the major 
conclusion that he was accepted because he was needed to fulfill a par­
ticular role in society.

The study of this one prototypical family of early American 
Jews affords us some insight into the nature of early American society.



65

A democracy had been established, yet some members of the society were 
excluded from its privileges. Although the Jews had achieved a level 
of acceptance more extensive than anywhere in the western world, they 
still suffered politically due to prejudices. The Cohen family was 
evidently successful in Virginia and Maryland. Professionally they 
assumed the role their ancestors had created in the ghettos of Germany; 
socially they fit into an aristocracy based not on ancestry but on 
wealth and talent; politically, however, they had to wait for an en­
vironment conducive to change to gain civil equality. While waiting, 
they channeled their energies into other non-political spheres of 
interest. In the end, it was probably the egalitarianism associated 
with the age of Jackson that provided them political relief.
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TO THE HONORABLE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF MARYLAND 
THE MEMORIAL OF THE SUBSCRIBERS, CITIZENS THEREOF,

RESPECTFULLY REPRESENTS:
Your Memorialists are of that class of the Citizens of Mary­

land, long: subjected to the pressure of political disqualifications, 
by the operation of a religious test in the Constitution of the State; 
and they approach your Honorable Body with this their prayer, that an 
Act passed the 29th of January 1823 "to extend to all the citizens of 
Maryland the same civil rights and religious privileges that are en­
joyed under the Constitution of the United States,” may be confirmed 
by the present session, becoming thereby part of the Constitution.

Your Memorialists, feeling it incumbent on them at this stage 
of the proceeding, address themselves on the subject, to your Honorable 
body, in the honest confidence, which the American is educated to 
entertain in his fellow citizens, and in the legislative guardians of 
his rights. It is not their wish, to obtain from you honorable body, 
a grant of exclusive privilege; because such a privilege would be hos­
tile, not only to the principles of our institutions, but to the ex­
press provisions of that charter which we have all alike, sworn to 
support; but it is equal rights which they petition; their voice is 
not raised in favor, but in opposition, to exclusive privilege; they 
ask an equality of rights with their fellow citizens. If the dis­
qualifications under which they labor, were imposed as the penalty of 
law for civil delinquencies, for habits of social intemperance, or a 
disregard of the obligations of religion, they would blush to murmur; 
but it is, as they humbly apprehend, the retribution for a too honest 
perseverance in conscientious faith, unmindful of political disqualifi­
cations, of social inconvenience, and of individual contumely; and this 
same manly and virtuous constancy which exerted in the cause of their 
Country, would entitle them to be honored as patriots, exposes them to 
proscription, when exercised in the service of the acknowledged God. 
They firmly flatter themselves, and have at length some reason to 
believe, that your enlightened Councils will suffer no longer, those 
strange anomalies to endure —  that the period has arrived, at last, 
when conscience and reason, the peculiar gifts of an Omnipotent benevo­
lence, will be respected, and persecultions be abandoned to the Inquis­
itor and the Bigot. Are their doctrines immoral? They are the founda­
tion of the general faith. Are they dangerous? It is no part of them 
to work conversions. Are they new? Ancient as the revelation of al­
mighty Truth. Your Memorialists, will all humility, are at a loss to 
understand what there is so peculiarly exceptionable in these their 
tenets, as to have induced a solitary, but persevering departure, from 
the sublime system of our American political jurisprudence: why even
at this moment, when the whole American pulse throbs with indignation 
at the civil and religious proscriptions, renewed and asserted in the 
old world, the good people of Maryland alone, should find it necessary 
or expedient, to continue for a moment, the disqualifications of any 
class of their fellow Citizens. Your Memorialists beg leave to remind 
your Honorable Body, that the honors of office in our happy Republic, 
are not assumed, but conferred; not usurped by guilty ambition, but 
bestowed directly or indirectly, by popular confidence; that to
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disqualify any class of your citizens, is for the people to disqualify 
themselves; can it he necessary, can it he wise or politic at this day, 
for the people to disqualify themselves on the score of opinion only, 
from consulting merit in the selection of their public servants?

Your Memorialists do not here propose, a voluminous discussion 
of the great principles involved in the question, which they desire to 
bring before you; because it is one, as they apprehend, at this day, 
almost universally understood. It is the same which has agitated like 
a tempest, the human family from its earliest existence has armed the 
hands of men in wide and desolating wars; has stained nations and fami­
lies with intestine crime; trampled the charities of life; and driven 
societies from their natural homes, to seek an asylum more hospitable, 
on the billows of the deep or amid the recesses of the desert; a ques­
tion which, as it mainly contributed to populate this our common Coun­
try, was here first and fully understood; and one, the liberal and 
happy results of whose true nature, our own Maryland though too long 
misled upon the subject, evinced at the last session of her Legisla­
ture, and as your Memorialists trust, will again prove to the world on 
the present occasion, are deeply felt and thoroughly appreciated.

America, instructed in the school of adversity and oppression 
and warned by the calamities of nations, has attained the haven of 
political happiness, by the guide of political wisdom; Moderate in her 
might, she has never sought to find in power, the foundation of new 
rights, but metes out to the weak the same measure with the strong.
It was reserved for her to discover, that true policy consists in jus­
tice, which, whilst it secures the confidence and devotion of her own 
Sons, entitles her to the reciprocity of the stranger. Above all, 
America has been the first to respect opinion and the human mind, that 
mysterious and sacred relation of sublunary Man to Celestial Wisdom; 
nor has thought to control the measureless elasticity of that princi­
ple, which created for exclusive allegiance to the Omnipotent alone, 
is beyond reach of temporal restraints. America has wisely relin­
quished it to the insidious policy of regal governments, to make an 
instrument of religion; she has forever sundered the spiritual from the 
temporal concerns of men, and convinced mankind that disqualifications 
and persecution are only fruitful of disunion and hate —  toleration 
and equal rights, of good will and peace on earth.
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I have thus far considered rather what ought to be the right of 

the citizen, than what it really is, as guaranteed by the charter of 
his liberties. And here I do not hesitate to assert, that could this
question be brought before some tribunal competent to decide, I would
undertake to prove that the right which the bill professes to give is 
already secured by our great national compact. I would boldly contend 
that the state of Maryland has deprived, and still continues to deprive,
American citizens of their just political rights. If we cannot find it
in the express letter of the instrument can we hesitate for a moment in 
declaring that it has at least virtually repealed every state law, or 
constitution, whose tendency is to infringe the rights of conscience? 
...The man who cannot hold the most trifling office in the state of 
Maryland, may be chosen to preside over its destinies, as a member of 
the confederacy, he may command your armies, and lead you to battle 
against the enemy who dares to invade your shores; yet he cannot be an 
ensign or lieutenant of a company. He may sit upon the bench, and in 
the Federal courts be called to decide upon the fortune, or the life 
of the citizens of Maryland; yet he cannot be a justice of peace or 
decide the most trifling controversy. He may be a juror in the circuit 
court of the United States, and be the arbiter of the fortunes and 
liberties of the first among you, and yet he cannot sit in the same box
to deal out the measure of justice to the pilfering slave. He may be
marshal of the districty, and in that capacity entrusted with the most 
important concerns, at the same time that he is disqualified from per­
forming the duties of a constable. Can it be possible that a discrep­
ancy so monstrous between the general and state governments should not 
have been perceived, when every part of the system was so admirably 
attuned to move in unison and harmony? This clashing of general and 
state Constitutions could not but have been foreseen....

And let me ask, what is this test? "What does it purpose to 
accomplish? It purposes to do what can be done by omniscience alone.
It purposes to discover the inward thoughts of man; to lay open to view 
the workings of his mind. It purposes to discover who is the Christian,
and who is not. I will appeal to any man of common experience to ans­
wer me candidly, whether he really expects in this mode to discover the 
true sentiments and opinions of anyone? The atheist, if there be such, 
and the Deist will laugh at this mode of detecting their errors —  they 
will not hesitate to subscribe to what they consider an idle form. The
Jew, and the Infidel, unless governed by an abstract love of truth, can
be placed under no constraint by a test, which if they abuse, no earth­
ly power can call them to account. Is it necessary to the Christian?
Is he the better Christian for avowing his belief....Ho sir, to him 
such a test is useless; to others it is worse than useless —  it makes 
hypocrites; and I believe it requires no great stretch of casuistry to 
say, that the sin of this hypocrisy must in part be incurred by those 
who are the authors of the temptation....

The citizen of Jewish origin, whether naturalized or native,
ought to be entitled to all the rights of citizenship that may be 
claimed, under like circumstances, by an Englishman, a Frenchman or a 
Spaniard.



But sir, is there really this inferiority in the Jewish race or 
character? The sacred hook on which we ground our faith teaches us 
that they are not an inferior people; Else, wherefore should they he 
the chosen people of God, the favored depositories of the sacred law 
and holy prophecies? Do we forget that to them we are not only in­
debted for these, but even for the blessings of Christianity. Its 
author was a Jew, His apostles were Jews. On the contrary, there is 
every reason to believe that, as a race, they are the first among men. 
If a portion of this race were unwilling or unable to believe, we are 
told it was permitted by Providence for purposes greater than we can 
comprehend.

Is there anything in the Jewish religious doctrines which dis­
qualify the Jew from discharging the duties and fulfilling all the ob­
ligations of a citizen of Maryland? Sir, I boldly assert that there is 
not.

Were it necessary for the support of this bill, I could under­
take to vindica/te the Jewish character from the imputations so commonly 
alleged against it. But the questions is not whether they are good or 
bad; for if this be the criterion in the case of the Jews, there is no 
reason why we should not extend the same principle to other classes of 
society. I will ask those Christians who hear me, candidly and dispas­
sionately, to examine their own minds, and to say how much of their 
opinions, with respect to the Jews, is the offspring of prejudice and 
education? Most of us have been taught from earliest infancy, to 
entertain an unfavorable opinion of them.

There is one point of view in which the question has been put 
by the opponents of the bill, that I feel myself constrained to notice 
—  though, I confess with reluctance. It has been stated that the 
passage of this bill is incompatible with the respect we owe the 
Christian religion; that this is a Christian land —  that the Christian 
religion ought to be legally avowed and acknowledged; that its support 
will be weakened by abolishing the test. Sir, I can see no disrespect 
offered to any system of religion, when the government simply declares 
that every man may enjoy his own, provided he discharges his social 
duties; and that its only foundation must be the zeal, affection and 
faith of those who profess it. I firmly believe that it is an insult 
to the Christian religion to suppose that it stands in need of the tem­
poral arm for its support. It has flourished in despite of temporal 
power; by the interference of temporal power alone, in its behalf, has 
its progress ever been retarded or its principles perverted.
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