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INTRODUCTION 

This volume contains the first part of an 
extensive study of the Jewish community of Madison, 
Indiana and the full text of the speech made by 
Martin D. Schwartz at the 17th Annual Meeting of 
the IJHS. 

"HOOSIER ISRAELITES ON THE OHIO - A 
HISTORY OF MADISON'S JEWS" by Elizabeth S. 
Weinberg is the first part of an extensive study of 
a small Indiana Jewish community which no longer 
exists. Elizabeth Weinberg is a graduate of Ken
tucky University where she received her BS in 1943 
and MS in 1944. She had a career as a teacher and 
a long record of services to Civic and Cultural 
organizations in Madison. Mrs. Weinberg and her 
husband, Jerry, and two sons lived in Madison until 
a few years ago. The Weinbergs are Charter Patron 
Members of the IJHS . 

"AMERICAN JEWISH HISTORY - SOME CON
TRARY VIEWS" is a reprint of the Address g·iven 
by Martin D. Schwartz at the 17th Annual Meeting 
of the IJHS. Mr. Schwartz is a past president of 
the historical society and is a cum laude graduate 
of Harvard College and a recipient of an M.A. from 
Ball State University. He is a successful business
man with a long record of service to the Muncie 
Community and to Indiana. He is a past Chairman 
of the Indiana Committee of the Humanities and held 
many important positions with the Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations. Mr. Schwartz and his wife, 
Helen, have co-chaired numerous conferences and 
seminars at Oxford University in England. 

i 

Joseph Levine 
Executive Secretary 



HOOSIER ISRAELITES ON THE OHIO -A HISTORY 
OF MADISON'S INDIANA JEWS 

by 
Elizabeth Shaikun Weinberg 

Foreword 

The incubation period of this historical sketch 
covered a period of more than fifteen years. The 
author remains grateful to Joe Levine, IJHS 's Execu
tive Secretary; Leslie Pritikin, former photographer 
of the Tennessee State Archives; John Egerton, 
Nashville, Tennessee, historian; and Judith Edelman 
who provided the encouragement necessary for the 
completion of the research and the acquiring of 
skills necessary for writing. Also Pat Selig of the 
Madison Library who located most of the local refer
ences, and the thanks to all the Madison Library 
personnel, Dr. Jacob Marcus and the HUC Archives, 
and the Archives of the American Jewish Historical 
Society. 
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JUDAISM AND ADAPTING 

Due to living within the environs of an active 
community of coreligionists in a small town in 
which the Jewish families adapted their religious 
and social lives to that of the general community, 
the Jewish residents of Madison, Indiana, retained 
their Jewish identity. The phenomena of the survi
val of Judaism in the Diaspora may be attributed to 
the quality of Jewish identity, a determination 
to continue to exist as a people, as well as a sense 
of responsibility to the local Jewish community and 
to Jews all over the world. Their sense of identity 
had been strengthened by moral attitudes based on 
the Ten Commandments and a pride in their Judaic 
heritage. · 

Jewish identity may also be described as an 
attitude of mind, an understanding and pride in 
ones antecedents and ones ~raditions. Even those 
who seldom attend a religious service may possess 
strong feelings about being Jewish but have few 
convictions related to religion. In addition to 
familiarity with the history of the Jewish people; 
learning to speak, read, and translate Hebrew 
develops a strong sense of identity--a link to the 
land of our forefathers before Israel came into 
existence. Enjoying the rituals and holiday cele
brations, observing the Sabbath, and following 
dietary restrictions, are manifestations of the 
observant Orthodox Jew, yet strong identity exists 
among many who are not observant in the American 
Jewish Community. Identity, more an environmental 
than a learned quality because its strength depends 
on the atmosphere of the home and the attitudes of 
parents towards Jews and Judaism. 

In this small community the families developed 
a strong Jewish identity that continues through 
present generations. At a time when we fear for 
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the future of American Judaism because of the 
proliferation of intermarriage, we look back at 

. these people and learn from them how Judaism 
survived and thrived in an alien environment. 

Some extraordinary examples of the survival 
of Jewish identity have been found among the 
remnants of Spanish Jewry after the Spanish In
quisition. Marranos, Jewish converts to Catholicism 
in Spain, fleeing that country after living for three 
generations as Catholics, rejoined the Jewish com
munity. In recent decades in remote areas of Spain 
and Portugal, isolated groups of families have been 
found still clinging to dim memories of the religion 
of their ancestors, even though all of the rituals 
had faded from their memories after five hundred 
years. Centuries before the Romans invaded Spain, 
the Diaspora had spread across the continent of Asia 
to India and China, and in 1850 the world learned 
about the Jews of China who had lived in isolation 
from the rest of the Diaspora for so many centuries 
they no longer knew when their ancestors had 
originally settled in the country. 

Axiomatically, anti-semitism strengthens Ju
daism as in the case of Hitler attempting to wipe 
out the Jews of Europe. The Holocaust precipitated 
the uniting of the American Jews for the first time, 
and the strength of this unity aided in the estab
lishment of Israel and the retention of its state
hood, boding well for the survival of American 
Judaism. 

American Jews living in the modern ghettos 
they've created continue to fear for the survival 
of Judaism in our free society. Some of these fears 
may be alleviated by a better understanding of 
Jewish life in a small town whose numbers often 
represented less than two per cent of the local 
population. Local residents accepted many of these 
families into the life of the Christian community 
enabling them to actively participate in various 
social pursuits which in no way detracted from a 
strong sense of Judaism. 
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The migration of Jews from central Europe to 
the small towns of America's midwest occurred in the 
same period European Jewry began to grapple with 
the problems of the survival of Judaism. Following 
the French Revolution when French citizens gained 
equality and a voice in the government, the Jews 
freed from the ghettos had had limited social inter
course for generations with their neighbors. Now, 
they desired all the privileges of citizen ship and 
admittance into the general stream of society. 
Emancipation and "Enlightment" created a world 
in which Jews were accepted into intellectual and 
scientific circles, but the political concept of the 
Jews as a separate nationality continued to affect 
the complete acceptance of the Jew as a citizen. 
Influenced by philosophers, politicans, and liter
ary notables that they must discard all vestiges of 
the Oriental origins of their religion, a great num
ber renounced Judaism totally in order to prove 
their nationality was French (or German) and to 
gain respect for their patriotism. In an effort to 
halt this trend, individuals and rabbis proposed 
reforms in the synagogue services to conform with 
the changing times, advocating the translation of 
the Hebrew in to the language of the country as 
well as introducing sermons and musical instruments 
into religious services. 

In contrast to · Europe where the Jews con
tinued to be looked upon as aliens, the people of 
Madison accepted the Jewish immigrants, welcomed 
them as future citizens because of intense beliefs 
in the principles of democracy and the equality of 
the individual. Equally important was the rever
ence of the religious community for the old Testa
ment which resulted in great respect for the people 
of "The Book" and their traditions in obeying the 
Commandments. Certainly the old world form of 
worship--men draped in prayer shawls with covered 
heads created a strange sight to the curious, but 
this in no way diminished the respect of the new 
neighbors for the "Israelites" in their midst. 
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Neither were the local residents alienated by foreign 
accents as the local population included hundreds 
who had recently emigrated from central Europe 
and spoke in the same manner. Possessing some 
education, the intelligence and intellectual abilities 
of the "Hebrews" were appreciated and utilized as 
they became known for their honesty in business 
and their charity to those less fortunate. Partici
pation in the general life of the community bred 
friendships, and the proximity of a Christian 
neighbor enabled families to become good friends 
as well as good neighbors. 

Individually, the Jewish men were members 
and officers of fraternal organizations including 
Odd Fellows, Masons, Red Men, and the local 
German groups, in later years frequently appointed 
as delegates to state and national conventions. A 
recognition of status (and acceptance) was mem
bership in one of the volunteer fire companies, the 
younger Jewish men belonging to the companies 
near their residence. At funerals fellow members 
marched in a body following the hearse to the 
cemetery, as the firehouse bell tolled a mournful 
tribute to the departed member. Active in commu
nity affairs, most of the merchants joined the 
original organization that became the present 
Chamber of Commerce. Others assumed the respon
sibility of the construction of the Opera House and 
the acqusition of the ornamental fountain on Broad
way which had been originally constructed for the 
Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876. 

Having arrived in Madison a quarter of a 
century before the centennial celebration of the 
young nation, most of the Jewish men had witnessed 
the birth of the Republican party formed by those 
opposed to slavery and states' rights. In 1856 
John Fremont became the first Republican presi
dential candidate precipitating a public statement by 
Madison's Hebrew instructor, Bernard Felsenthal, 
about the merits of the candidate. This in turn 
antagonized the local congregation who thought it 
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"unbecoming" of a religious leader to be involved 
in politics. Meantime, the new Americans filed 
applications for naturalization in order to enjoy the 
rights of citizenship and the privilege of voting for 
the first tinie in their lives, and usually favoring 
the newly formed Republican party. Whether they 
became Republicans because of their long memories 
of the enslavement of the Israelites in the time of 
Moses or because the fledgling party needed the 
newcomers, they became loyal Republicans, serving 
on local committees and as delegates to state con
ventions, ever ready to express partisan views. 

Before they became· involved in politics and 
the issues of the day, they formed a congregation, 
Adas Israel, and elected officers for the first time 
in 1853. The exact date of the first meeting of 
the "Israelites" of Madison for the purpose of 
conducting religious services remain obscure al
though we do know they began as early as 1849 
when Gottlieb Wehle arrived . with his Torah. The 
presence of members of the opposite sex en
courages marriage in a community of younger 
people. The Brandeis, Wehle, and Dem bit z families 
included three engaged couples when they arrived 
in 1849. Although the marriage records of the city 
list the parents of Louis D. Brandeis (first Jewish 
Supreme Court Justice), Frederica Dembitz and 
Adolph . Brandeis, ·and his uncle . Dr. Samuel 
Brandeis and Charlotte Wehle, as having taken 
place in Madison on September 5, 1849, there now 
seems to be an errorenous assumption. John Lyle 
King, a lawyer and later state representative, 
wrote in his diary that he spoke to Mr . Brandeis 
on his return from Cincinnati the day following 
the weddings. Mr. King noted that they went by 
boat up to Cincinnati. 

Dr. James K . Gutthieu traveled to Madison to 
perform the marriage of Ernestine Wehle to Max 
Abeles on December 2, 1849, probably the first 
Jewish marriage in Indiana with a rabbi officiating. 
Many of the other Jewish couples were married in 
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civil ceremonies by Justices of the Peace. 
One might wonder who performed the circum

cisions when no Mohel resided in the city. Joseph 
Dinkelspiel served as Chazan in Louisville before 
moving up the river to Madison where he became 
an officer of the Original congregation. Quite 
often small congregations are forced to use mem
bers in various capacities, having identified this 
same Joseph Dinkelspiel as Madison's schochet 
(ritual butcher) one might be justified in wondering 
if Mr. Dinkel spiel sharpened other knives when 
the occasion demanded the skills of a Mohel. At 
this time Madison had telegraph services and boats 
arriving daily from Cincinnati and Louisville. Al
though Louisville had no ordained rabbis in this 
period, . Cincinnati had people who served in that 
capacity. Three decades later rabbis came from 
Louisville, Indianapolis or Cincinnati for those 
special occasions when Madison's congregation had 
no religious leader. 

Because of cholera, high infant mortality, 
typhoid, Diptheria, and other contagious illnesses, 
these people lived with death which necessitated 
the purchase of cemetery grounds as early as they 
dedicated the first synagogue. The officers · of 
the synagogue purchased one acre of ground in 
North Madison to be used as a cemetery in August 
of 1855, and the congregation dedicated the synago
gue which was located on the second floor of 
W. M. Hoffstadt's store, a month later. 

Prior to the establishment of the permanent 
congregation the local newspaper contained items 
on Jewish population in the world, the organization 
of congregations in other cities, and explanations of 
the major Jewish holidays as they occurred. Year 
after year, the Madison Courier printed long in
volved explanations of Rosh Hashonah, Yom Kipper, 
and some of the minor holidays. A common practice 
of newspapers of the day was to print copy from 
other newspapers, but the question still lingers as 
to why a group that comprised less than two percent 
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of the population in the nation, and even less 
locally, · received a considerable amount of news 
coverage. 

The newspaper accounts of Jewish events were 
characterized by a sincere admiration for Judaism 
plus a desire for every facet of the religion to be 
explained to the public. Local news received little 
coverage until the decade of the seventies when the 
newspaper began recording much that occurred in. 
the families of the Jewish merchants on Main street. 
Although the stories of the Kronenberge'r's family 
pets and others seem quite droll and hardly news
worthy' as well as those of geese' parrots' and 
runaway horses, one notes that the newspaper re
ports their travels as well as the celebration of a 
son's twenty-first birthday with the gift of a gold 
watch and one seeks a reason why these families 
received an unusual amount of attention. Certainly 
the paper did not cater to these families because of 
revenue from advertising as the merchants spent 
very little on. newspaper advertisement in this 
period. One reasonable explanation could have been 
the relative affluence of the Jewish citizens, they 
traveled frequently, and appeared far more socially 
active than the other townspeople. 

The extensive traveling of Madison's Jewish 
residents offers additional evidence of the great 
desire of those living in small communities to mix 
with fellow Jews. In turn these same families had 
lots of visitors from the nearby cities and the small 
Ohio river-towns. Matchmaking as a means of 
earning money, a custom · from the old country 
rapidly ceased on the American scene, as the young 
people soon took over the responsibility and concern 
of introducing friends and relatives of the younger 
generation. We find the fact confirmed by the lists 
of visitors and out-of-town guests at parties re
vealing the names of many eligible young men and 
women, many of whom were related or had other 
close ties with the families . 

The success of this type of matchmaking can 
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be noted by the number of weddings and the few 
intermarriages . . Over a period of seventy-five 
years, the number of intermarriages numbered 
about five. Statistically, the number of individuals 
who chose to remain single was large enough to 
raise questions as to why these people did not 
marry even though the percentage was no greater 
than in the Christian community. 

The strong feelings of Jewish identity mani
fested itself in the group's acceptance of themselves 
in a Christian environment. Jewish identity does 
not equate with the way one practices his religion, 
nor whether one professes to be Orthodox, Con
servative, or Reform. This terminology of describ
ing ones Judaism applies to those who are proud of 
their Jewish origin and imbue their children with 
these same ideals, thus providing an impetus for 
the survival of Judaism in the United States. The 
Jewish families of Madison left this legacy to their 
children. 
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PORKOPOLIS 

During the first half of the nineteenth century 
Madison had been described as "the Gateway to the 
Northwest" and also earned the title of "Porkopolis." 
In order to understand the phenomena of an active 
group of "Israelites" in the present town of Madison, 
one finds it necessary to explain Madison's geo
graphical location, its economic growth in addition 
to an early rapidly increasing population, all of 
which continued to attract newcomers for twenty 
years after the end of the boom years which occurred 
late in 1851 through 1853. 

Forty years prior to the arrival of permanent 
"Hebrew" residents, Colonel John Paul purchased 
the site of the future city from the United States 
government, paying $6. 06-l per acre, and began 
selling lots to the general public in 1811 after plat
ting streets and building lots. Due to the increas
ing use of the steamboat, extensive -road construc
tion, a local railroad, plus the resourcefulness of 
bankers, lawyers (political leaders in the Indiana 
Territory and in the forming of the new state in 
1816) serving in the state legislature and in many 
other official positions when called upon, Madison 
became a thriving commercial center. As the new
born state began to toddle, Madison's population 
and commerce grew ·proportionally becoming the 
commercial center in the state. Serving a farming 
area of five and a half million acres, much of 
Madison's early prosperity resulted from the thriving 
hog trade. Hoosier farmers drove thousands of 
hogs down the hills to Madison to be sold and shipped 
on riverboats to larger markets. The small city re
mained the leading hog market and pork processing 
center in the United States until surpassed by 
Cincinnati in 1850. The improvements in land 
transportation also brought tons of wheat and other 
grains to be loaded on boats at the local wharves. 
The largest city in Indiana in 1840 with a population 
of 4, 000 (equalling that of Chicago in the neighboring 
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state of Illinois), the population doubled in the next 
decade with the completion of the first railroad in 
the state extending from Madison to Indianapolis 
in .1847. For the next five . years the city boomed 
with the construction of homes, commercial buildings, 
and the growth of industries, particularly those 
related to the hog trade- -the by-products remaining 
from the slaughtering of hogs. Completion of new 
railroads bypassing Madison had an immediate and 
devastating affect on the railways' shipments to 
and from the riverport, changing the city from a 
bustling commercial center to a small town nestling 
under the hills- -no longer competing in size and 
commerce with New Albany, Fort Wayne, and the 
faster growing state capitol, Indianapolis. 

Madison located on the Ohio River some eighty 
miles west of Cincinnati and fifty miles east of 

·Louisville, extends approximately three miles east 
and west, and three-quarters of a mile from the 
river northward. The early settlers looking down 
from the Kentucky hills on the opposite shore of 
the river gazed upon fertile land which they had been 
seeking to provide food for their families, and they 
also found an abundance of wildlife that would 
provide the animal skins that could be traded or 
sold for cash. In the years to come, the vast acres 
of wooded hills would become a source of income for 
those who sought roots and herbs used in the 
manufacture of medicines in distant cities of Europe 
and China. 

Numerous flatboats floated down river from 
Pittsburgh to Cincinnati, to Louisville and down to 
the Mississippi, continuing until the last port, New 
Orleans. When John Vawter and his father crossed 
the river the first time in 1805, farms and villages 
dotted the Kentucky side of the Ohio River while 
the northern banks, from Cincinnati to Louisville 
remained a wilderness. 

Returning the following year, Vawter built a 
home above the hills in the area later to be known 
as North Madison. The first settlers, all Baptists, 
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included Jesse Vawter, James Underwood, Gideon 
Underwood, and James Edwards. Colonel John 
Ryker, Paul Forman, Ralph Griffin, and Joseph Lane 
settled on land east of Crooked Creek. The history 
of the Baptist church in this country began two 
hundred years earlier when Roger Williams fled to 
Rhode Island seeking complete freedom of worship, 
established the first Baptist church in America 
while practicing what he preached, freedom of 
worship for all religions, t.hus leading the way for 
the acceptance of Jews in America. 

Another type of settler, John Paul came to 
Madison in 1809, the same year Abraham Lincoln 
was born in that small cabin in Kentucky sixty miles 
south of the Ohio River. After purchasing land 
from the federal government, he began surveying 
and dividing the land for public sale. Paul built 
a grist mill in the vicinity of Crooked Cree,k and 
Mill street and by 1813 began publishing the West
ern Eagle, the second newspaper in the Indiana 
. territory, with William Hendricks serving as editor. 

The small settlement soon became known as the 
"Gateway to the Northwest" as the pathways through 
the hills · left by the Indian hunters were used by 
travelers getting off the boats at this point to con
tinue on their journey north. Others recognizing 
the opportunities of the growing trading post, 
remained in the area ·often becoming traders. 

As a leading settlement in the territory, Samuel 
Smock, Nathaniel Hunt, and David H. Maxwell 
represented Madison, assisting in the writing of the 
state's first constitution at the first General Assem
bly which met on November 4, 1816 in Vincennes, 
the capitol of the Indiana Territory. John Paul 
presided as president, but the Madisonians lost 
their bid for the state capitol to Corydon, a settle
ment located seventy miles further west. By this 
time John Paul's town extended to Broadway between 
High and Fourth streets and by 1817 included the 
area between East and Main (Jefferson) streets 
from Fourth to Fifth street. The population of 
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one hundred and fifty lived in an area seven blocks 
long and three to four blocks northward. Indiana's 
first bank, the Farmers and Mechanics Bank estab
lished in January 1816 moved into its newly con
structed two story brick building on the east side 
of Main north of Second street and the town incor
porated August 23, 1817. By the following year 
the population increased to 774whites and 47blacks--
144 families and 123 dwellings. In that same year a 
lawyer by the name of Jeremiah Sullivan came from 
Virginia and by 1824 lived in a lovely three floor 
brick mansion. The following year as Madison's 
representative at the state assembly, Sullivan sug
gested the name Indianapolis when the assembly 
decided to locate the capital in .a more central loca
tion as communities began to grow in the northern 
half of the state. 

In 1825 the year the Indiana Assembly chose 
the site for Indianapolis, Madison had fourteen 
stores, ten groceries, two taverns, two cotton 
spinning mills, one wool cording mill, two oil mills, 
one rope factory, a Presbyterian and Methodist 
meeting house, one printing office, an academy, 
six lawyers and six physicians. The population 
had grown to twelve hundred in 1827 and by 1831, 
forty stores existed in the town indicating its 
growth as a commercial center. Four years later 
the population had increased to 3, 000, and in 
addition to a brewery, this commercial center now 
had a saw factory ruri by steam and a stone cutting 
yard. 

The completion of the Michigan Road in 1838 
which . extended from Madison to the Great Lakes 
proved to be another stimulus to the town's growth. 
John Parson traveling down the river in 1840 wrote 
the following description of the 'roads radiating out 
from the former trading post on the river: 

At Madison ... are concentrated six im
portant roads, one of them to Vincennes, 
on the Wabash River, another through · 
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Brownstown to Bloomington . . . this 
road also continues to Terre Haute, at 
the intersection of the Wabash with the 
great National Road ... another road 
extends to Columbus, forty-four miles, 
arid thence to Indianapolis, making the 
total distance from Madison eighty-five 
miles, another extends to Versailles, the 
seat of justice of the adjoining county of 
Ripley; another to Mt. Sterling, besides 
. the river road to Vevay . . . . 

These roads were used to transport hogs, cattle, 
and farm products to Madison. Farmers to the 
north drove their hogs down the hills to be shipped 
on flatboats down river or sold for slaughtering in 
Madison. The steam boat provided river transpor
tation for people and farm produce to go up-;I"iver 
also. 

The first steamboat on the Ohio River, the 
Orleans in 1810, waited four years for the Comet to 
join her in trade. A number of years passed before 
these riverboats became a frequent sight in the 
river towns increasing in numbers as the Ohio River 
valley developed. The steamboat, as important to 

. Madison growth as the roads, facilitated the trans
portation · of periple, livestock, and cash crops from 
the interior of the . state to various parts of the 
country. Travelers could now return by river from 
the ports down stream as far south as New Orleans 
and no longer had the arduous return journey 
overland. 

Madison's growth paralleled that of the Ohio 
River valley, attaining a population of 4, 000 in 1840 
and received a city charter in 1843 on February 25. 
On his visit three years earlier John Parson depicted 
the town: 

"situated on the crown of a horseshoe 
.bend . . . is handsomely laid out, the 
houses are principaly of brick and sub
stantially built, and the streets are wide, 
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straight, handsomely graded, paved or 
macadamized. It contains a courthouse, 
Jail, market house, two Presbyterian 
churches, one Baptist, one Episcopal, 
one Methodist Episcopal, one Methodist 
Reformed, a banking house, two iron 
foundries, a paper mill, a steam engine 
factory, an oil mill, a steam grist and 
sawmill, and a boat yard, . at which a 
number of boats have been built, about 
fifty stores and two hotels. 

As Madison grew, additional land to the north 
had been cleared for farms increasing grain crops 
and other marketable products. Recognizing the 
potentials of a form of steam transportation recently 
introduced in England, a powerful steam engine 

· running on tracks known as a railroad, the local 
politicians fought successfully for a railroad to be 
built by the state from Madison to Indianapolis. On 
January 27, 1836, the governor signed the Mammoth 
Internal Bill and by the end of the year surveying 
began for the construction of Madison's railroad. 
The Panic of 1837 sweeping the nation equally af
fected this new venture and the depleted state funds 
forced local promoters to seek other means of 
financing the tremendous undertaking. 

Having solved the problems of financing Indi
ana's first railroad, the company now faced the 
monumental engineering feat of cutting a roadbed 
through the hills resulting in the steepest railway 
incline of the time, and the steep grade added the 
problem of finding engines powerful enough to also 
pull cars. This segment of the railroad was com
pleted in 1841 and by the early fall of 1847, eleven 
years after construction began, the railroad ex
tended to Indianapolis; the first railroad in the state 
of Indiana, and for Madison the southern terminal 
for the only north- south railroad to the state capital. 
Now in addition to the tonnage shipped into Madison, 
the railway cars leaving the city carried molasses, 
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oil, salt, cement, powder, plows, coal, horses, 
carriages, whiskey, lumber, vinegar, stone, wheat, . 
hogheads, and shingles. Profits in buying and 
selling these products attracted newcomers to the 
city in the third and fourth decades different in 
origin and religion from the early settlers. 

Before the Irish came to build the railroad, 
most citizens had been born in this country moving 
from New England, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and the 
Carolinas. Theirs was an ancestory of Scotch
Irish, English, with a sprinkling of the early German 
immigration. The rigors of frontier life in the 
young settlement appeared to have left little time or 
inclination for religion, and the town had no church 
until the organization of St. John's Methodist church 
in 1818 and a Presbyterian church the next year, 
while the Baptist had . settled to the north and built 
their church near the top of Michigan Hill. The 
Irish imported to work on the xoailroad settled in the 
area west of the original city with a few spreading 
out north on Walnut street. They took the stone 
from the deep gash cut into the hill in order to level 
the ground for . laying railroad tracks and then 
utilized ·the same stones in the construction of 
their church, . St. Michaels ( 1839). The customs 
and traditions of these Irish immigrants separated 
them from the mainstream of community life, not 
only because they belonged to the laboring class, 
they also continued to be looked upon as · for
eigners. In the decade of the forties the immi
gration of the Germans added three more churches, 
the German Evangelic ( 1842), the German Methodist 
( 184 7), and St. Mary's ( 1848). In addition to their 
religion, this group brought with them their love 
and knowledge of fine craftsmanship, their thrift, 
and their joy of good living and good food. Religion 
alone cannot adequately describe groups of people 
but the numerous Methodist churches reveal the 
many branches of that church, a separation which 
seldom engenders friendliness between congrega
tions. With the approach of the Civil War as the . 
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country became more divided over the question of 
slavery, not only did the Presbyterian church but 
also the Baptists and Methodists divided into those 
favoring slavery and those against. 

Though divided in church affiliations with 
upperclass Protestants looking down on Catholics, 
they all strongly believed in the ideals of a demo
cratic government and took an active stand on 
political questions. Madison played a leading role 
in Indiana politics throughout the years from 1816 
when John Paul presided at the first General As
sembly until the frantic days during the Civil War 
when the state faced bankruptcy and gratefully 
accepted the personal assistance of Madison's 
James F. D. Lanier. Some years earlier as a member 
of the board of directors of the State Bank of In
diana and president of the local branch bank, Lanier 

·made a trip to Washington to confer with the Secre
tary of the Treasurer during the Panic of 1837. A 
major cause of the Panic had been attributed to 
banks all over the country issuing their own cur
rency without sufficient funds to guarantee the 
money issued. Lanier convinced the Secretary of 
the solvency of the State Bank and all government 
funds remained on deposit locally. Certainly this 
helped to relieve the economic pressures of the 
period. 

Another familiar figure at the Capital in Cory
don, Madison's William Hendricks became the first In
diana Congressman in 1816, served as governor from 
1822-1825 and later served as U. S. senator. Jesse 
Bright, a Jacksonian Democrat entered the political 
arena in the years following the depressed economy 
of 1837 becoming Lieutenant Governor in 1843, fol
lowed by his appointment two years later to the 
U. S. Senate. In 1851 he held the powerful position 
of floor leader of the Democrats exercising this power 
during the perilous days when the question of 
slavery divided the nation after the death of such 
political giants as Henry Clay, John . Calhoun, and 
Daniel Webster. 

17 . -



Bright's prominence in national politics did not 
protect him from the anti -slave sentiments of his 
hometown newspaper when they brought the publicts 
attention to Bright's Kentucky farm where his 
slaves resided. Although he freed his slaves be
fore the Civil War, his loyalty to his party and 
his earlier stand on the issue of slavery led to his 
impeachment on the charge of treason. Accused of 
writing a letter to Jefferson Davis, president of the 
Confederacy, recommending "the bearer" with an 
improved firearm, he became a victim of the tragedy 
of war bearing the humiliation of being expelled 
from the Senate. 

When M. C. Garber purchased the Madison 
Courier in 1849, the newspaper became the spokes
man for anti-slavery and of the Republican Party 
after its founding 1854. This newspaper originated in 
183 7 with a Mr. Gray as owner and became a . daily 
paper three months prior to Garber's assuming 
ownership. The paper always ·had comp:etition iri- 
eluding two German newspapers. In this pre- war 
period of the 1850s The Banner and the Madison 
Courier represented opposing views on national 
politics. · Like most newspapers of the period the 
front page was devoted to advertisements while any 
newsworthy print pertained to foreign nations, 
larger cities, and other Indiana communities. The 
local news seemed to have had little importance 
with the exception of the prices of grain and hogs 
on the local market, and the arrival and departure 
of boats at the local wharves. Imbued with the 
ideals of American democracy, the editors exhorted 
all citizens on the practice of democratic processes, 
often expressing the desire f~r all Ameri~ans to 
enjoy the privileges and freedoms as stipulated in 
the Constitution. 

The Indiana Constitution written in 1816 pro
vided free education but no public schools existed 
in the state for almost two decades. A notice ap
peared in the local newspaper on May 31, 1832 of a 
meeting for citizens interested in a public school, 
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and a year later on April 18, 1833 William Hendricks 
was elected president at a meeting of those interested 
in a Common School. The opening of the first public 
schools occurred at the beginning of the 1838-39 
school year. Previously, private academics pro
vided education for the youngsters whose parents 
could afford the tuition fees. Hanover College, only 
five miles away, provided excellent facilities for 
those wishing to obtain a higher education. 

At the same time Madisonians began to think 
about the establishment of free education, a group 
organized the Madison Library Association on Janu
ary 10, 1833 electing H. Watts as president. Literary 
societies and music clubs introduced additional 
culture while the men found social companionships 
in the numerous lodges of the Odd Fellows, Red 
Men, and Masons. The first Masonic meeting in 

· Indiana took place in 1821 when a group met on the 
second floor of the tavern on the southeast corner 
of Poplar and Second streets. 

One of the most dreaded diseases in those days 
usually occurred in the summer when cholera became 
epidemic, spreading up and down the river claiming 
many lives. Following the summer of 1832 when 
cholera caused eighteen deaths, a Board of Health 
was organized to improve sanitary conditions. 

The problem of sanitation posed a large prob
lem as the pork industry grew. Slaughtering usually 
began in December and continued through the cold 
months in those days before refrigeration. In the 
1836- 3 7 season, 15, 000 hogs were slaughtered with 
the number more than quadrupling in less than a 
decade when the number increased to 63,000. Of 
that number 53,000 had been shipped into Madison 
by railroad. The largest slaughtering house, the 
Mammoth Cave, covered eight acres with 1100 feet 
fronting on the river and a total of seven buildings 
plus sheds and storage pens. Today Madisonians 
take great pride in the beautiful fountain located on 
Broadway, a street some people say had to be 
widened in order to take care of the thousands of 
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hogs coming down Michigan Hill through town on 
the way to the river. 

Other commercial streets at the time of the 
completion of the railroad included Walnut, Main 
(Jefferson), Mulberry, West, and Main Cross (now 
known as Main). The depot was located down by 
the river with many of the hotels on the street 
facing the river, as were the stockyards. More 
than twenty large steam boats would be lined up at 
the six wharves, "where the bags of wheat were 
piled high, and the wharves were filled to their 
capacity with miscellaneous freight while countless 
barrels of mess pork packed for shipment to the 
South as far as the gulf and to the East as far as 
Europe, occupied all the river front and reached 
up into the by-streets. . . . " Indeed, Madison 
experienced her greatest glories at the height of 
the steam boat era. . 

The recent interest in family genealogies has 
identified numerous families who migrated from the 
East, lived in the · area one or two generations 
and resumed their movement westward. Thousands 
came by boat during the boom days and in the 
previous decade and enjoyed the city's prosperity; 
and as the economy declined, they moved on, the 
town ceased to . grow . 

Among the passenger lists of boats arriving 
in Madison in that · time, we found such names 
as Hilpp, Dinkelspiel, Hoffstadt, Dembitz, Wehle, 
Wallach, Brandeis, Kronenberger, Baer, Moses, 
Ach, and at rare times Cohen or Levy. Some of 
these Hebrews prospered and stayed in the little 
town for two and three generations. 
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THE ARRIVAL OF THE ISRAELITES 
1847-1860 

. With the completion of the railroad which carried 
passengers and freight through Columbus to In
dianapolis in 1847, the city's potential for growth 
appeared unlimited. The local economy depended 
on hogs--buying and selling, slaughtering, hog 
products, and by-products such as tallow, hair for 
brushes, and hides. Having earned the designa
tion, Porkopolis, Madison continued to outrank her 
closest competitor, Cincinnati, in the number of 
hogs slaughtered in a single season. An important 
factor leading to Madison's prosperity included 
accessibility to the only East-West water route to the 
Mississippi river- -the Ohio River. At this time, 
the Ohio provided one of the most traveled routes for 

· the great westward population movement. Many of 
those heading west chose an overland route that 
passed through the bustling town. Numbers of 
these people witnessing Madison's business activity 
and opportunities for employment, terminated their 
travel, settling into the community. In 1848, soldiers 
of the Mexican War returned home, meanwhile, rev
olutions broke out in various parts of central 
Europe with people fighting for rights of citizenship. 
Known as the Revolutions of 1848, among the war
riors could be found young Jewish men fighting for 
the right to own property, conduct business, enter 
the professions, and admission to universities. 
These wars created additional hardships for the 
Jews increasing the number of emigrants wishing to 
enter the United States, the country where these 
rights had been guaranteed by the Constitution. 
Some of the families fleeing Europe arrived i:h Madison 
together with other recent immigrants who came 
from Louisville, Cincinnati, and New York . 

Some of the Prague group who came to Madison 
had been exposed to the introduction of reforms in 
traditional Judaic worship but for the most part 
emigrants came from smaller and less sophisticated 
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congregations to be found in Alsace, German prov
inces, A us tria-Hungary, Poland , and as far east 
as Russia. Adhering to Orthodox Judaism, they 
had one among them who slaughtered animals 
providing kosher meat. The group gathered in 
Gottlieb Wehle's house for religious services, 
bachelors found wives, they organized a congre
gation, employed an instructor of Hebrew for the 
school, more relatives arrived from Europe, they 
purchased ground for a cemetery, and in August of 
1855 dedicated their first synagogue. Meanwhile, 
hundreds of miles of railroad had been constructed 
across the state creating severe competition for the 
local railroad, and farmers to the north now shipped 
their hogs to Cincinnati and their grain to other 
markets. Madison's busy streets emptied as the 
people moved westward. Some of the Jewish busi
nessmen had prospered and now took advantage of 
the declining real estate market by buying property, 
choosing to remain in their adopted city. A Jewish 
community numbering some twenty families became 
permanent residents. 

The first of these Jewish families to arrive in 
Madison, · Elias and Teresa Hilpp and their three 
children, came in 1847. According to the census of 
1850, the oldest child had been born in New Orleans 
in 1842 before the family moved to Louisville where 
Hilpp became a charter member of that city's first 
Jewish congregation. Another who arrived from the 
South that year, Aaron Marks, left Germany to live 
in England for a while before coming to New York 
in 1845. By the time Marks settled in Madison, he 
had accumulated sufficient funds from peddling in 
the southern states to open a retail store. Sigmund 
Levien arrived in Cincinnati in 1846, married a 
Miss Mosbring and brought his bride down the river 
to Madison. Others arriving before 1850 included 
Max and Lehman Kronenberger, Julius, Henry, and 
Ascher Hoffstadt (all brothers) and their cousin, 
another Ascher Hoffstadt. Also Samuel Moses, 
Caroline and Joseph Dinkelspiel and their four 
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children, Simon Ach, Israel and Clara Lip shes, 
Antonette and David Frank. Augusta, Henrietta, 
and F. Dinkelspiel, Jacob Littman, Israel and Ascher 
Hart, Jacob L. Wallach, and twenty-four people 
making up the Brandeis, Dembitz, and Wehle clan. 

Adolph Brandeis came to the states in 1848 on 
somewhat of a scouting expedition for his Prague 
relatives hoping to find a location with good economic 
opportunities. He arrived in Cincinnati where he 
heard about the growing town of Madison, Indiana, 
which was on the way to being a boom town. After 
visiting the community sixty miles down river from 
Cincinnati, he became acquainted with local business 
and professional people, and wrote to his fiance, 
Fredericka Dembitz, that a starch factory would be 
a good financial venture and Madison seemed to 
be the best choice. Finally in the spring of the 

·following year, twenty-six people left Prague ar
riving in New York on April 15, 1849. To get to 
Cincinnati, the group first took a steamer up the 
Hudson river from New York to Albany where they 
boarded a canalboat reaching Buffalo eight days 
later. The trip continued by boat across Lake Erie 
to Sandusky, Ohio, where they went by train to 
Cincinnati. One month later the families arrived in 
Madison on an Ohio river steam boat. Although the 
route traveled by the Prague families reads like a 
leisurely sightseeing trip, one could not travel from 
New York to Cincinnati by any alternate routes in 
1849, unless they traveled overland by horse and 
wagon. Passengers arriving from Europe debarking 
in Charleston, South Carolina, could travel overland 
by rail to Cincinnati, and most of the French im
migrants arrived at the port of New Orleans where 
they could obtain passage on steamboats going up 
the Mississippi to the Ohio and east to Louisville, 
Madison, and Cincinnati. After the completion of 
the Baltimore and Ohio line, Baltimore became a 
frequently used port of entry for immigrants coming 
to the midwest. 

These people have often been portrayed as 
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Adolph Brandeis 
Frederica Brandeis 
Samuel Brandeis 
Caroline Brandeis 
Morris Wehle 
Amelia Wehle 
Alicia Wehle 
Fanny Kallmans 
Joseph Dinkelspiel 
Caroline Dinkelspiel 
Isaac Dinkelspiel 
Morris 
Percilla 
Elnora 
Israel Lipshes 
Clara Lipshes 
David Frank 
Antonette Frank 
L. Dinkelspiel 
Henrietta Dinkelspiel 
Augusta Dinkelspiel 
Sigman Levien 
Louisa Levien • 
James 
M. Kronenberger 
Lehman Kronenberger 
Godlove Wehle 
Elnora Wehle 
Arcinn (Regina?( 
Julia 
Theodore 
Emma 
Frances 
Gosedon 
Bertha 
Flossie 
Josephine 
Eddal 
Mark Abeles 
Amantine (Ernestine) Abeles 
Eda Werimch 
Aelia Petsopolsch· 
G. L. Wallach 
A. Hllpp (Elias) 
Gerson Hllpp 
Adolph Hllpp 
Fanny Hllpp 

1850 Federal Census* 

Age 

28 
22 
30 
25 
45 
35 

3 

37 
31 

8 
6 
4 
6/12 

22 
25 
24 
24 
60 
60 
20 
26 
22 

9/12 
30 
20 
45 
40 
15 
14 
12 
11 
10 

9/12 
8 
6 
5 
3 

26 
19 
20 

Occupation 

Grocer 

Physician 

Governess 
Merchant 

Clothier 

Peddler 

Clothier 

Clothier 
Clerk 
Merchant 

55 {Gottlieb Wehle's sister) 
26 Tobacconist 
38 Glue Manufacturer 
33 
13 

9 

Birthplace 

Austria 
Prussia 
Austria 
Austria 
Austria 
Austria 
Austria 
Austria 
Baden 
Bavaria 
Ohio 
Kentucky 
Kentucky 
Indiana 
Bavaria 
Bavaria 
Poland 
France 
Baden 
Baden 
Baden 
Ham burgh 
Ham burgh 
Indiana 
Offen burgh 
Offen burgh 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 
Germany 

*Omissions: Samuel, Leopold, {2 sons of Elias Hilpp born 1847 and 1848). 
Simon Ach, Charles Hoffstadt. 
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Henrietta 
Jacob Littman 
Margaret Littman 
Nicholas Littman 
Joseph Littman 

1850 Federal Census• cont'd 

Age 

7 
30 
31 
5}12 

26 

Occupation 

Shoemaker 

Birthplace 

Germany 
France 

Indiana 
Germany 

*Omissions: Ascher Hoffstadt (Hoffstadt brother), Julius Hoffstadt, Henry 
Hoffstadt, Si'llon Moses, William Wehle, Aaron Marks. 

*Errors: The ~..Wehle family. l_utd all been .born :in Prague and .was not considered 
a German state. 
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poor peddlers, stooped from the ravages of the 
problems of Jewish existence, bearded, trudging 
along trails and dirt roads with packs on their backs 
carrying most of their · worldly possessions. A 
housewife might bring a precious candlestick, a 
feather bed and linens for her new home, but most 
of the household furnishings must have been meager. 
Even if manufactured furniture had been available, 
few would have had the funds to purchase them~ 
Most had to make do with a minimum of furniture 
made by local craftsmen. The Wehles, surely an 
exception, as Eleanora had chests filled with cooking 
utensils, copper pots and pans, china, silver, 
feather beds, a copper warming pan, two dresses 
that had been part of her dowry in 1830, and three 
dowry chests belonging to three young women of 
the household who were soon to be married. This 
family also brought along two grand pianos ~nd a 
cheval glass (floor mirror). Moritz Wehle, an ama
teur artist, brought furniture and paintings he had 
done while traveling in Italy. 

One can visualize how families such as the 
Wehles first saw Madison as they walked off the 
boat. The river scene at the wharves has been 
pictured as a beehive of activity with all manner 
of freight waiting to be loaded on boats, passengers 
disembarking, with a noisy scene of drays, men on 
horseback, and many · pedestrains in all manner of 
dress. Walking up from the river the newcomer 
would find paved streets shaded by large beech, 
maple, oak, and elm trees looking much the same 
as one might expect to see in a typical New England 
village except for the number of buildings con
structed of locally made brick. In startling contrast 
were the large number of hogs roaming about 
the other streets usually muddy and strewn with 
debris. 

The numerous German speaking residents eli
minated much of the language barrier for Jewish 
immigrants which greatly helped in business and 
professions. Dr. Samuel Brandeis announced his 
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opening of a medical practice in the German news
paper. When Ludwig (Lewis) Dembitz started his 
law practice, he also relied on the German language. 

Their American born neighbors belonged to 
Protestant churches--Presbyterian, Episcopal, and 
Baptists, as well as the various Methodist denomi
nations, all of which claimed to abstain from wine 
and liquor. Their choice of Biblical names such as 
Isaac, Levi, Israel, Moses, and Jeremiah reflected 
their reverence for the Old Testament, a part of 
their Puritan heritage. 

When these latter day Israelites arrived, they 
were looked upon as people of "The Book", God's 
chosen people who adhered· strictly to God's word 
as commanded in the Old Testament. A newspaper 
item giving the origin of the often heard "Hip, Hip, 
Hurrah! " also expresses a general attitude of the 

· native population toward their Hebrew neighbors: 

Originally a war-cry by the stormers 
of a German town wherein a great many 
Jews had taken refuge. The place 
being sacked, they were all put to the 
sword, under the shouts of "hieroslyma 
est perdita" from the first letters of 
their words (h, e, p) an exclamation was 
contrived. We little think, when the wine 
sparkles in the cup and soul-stirring 
toasts are applauded by our "Hip, Hip, 
Hurrah" that we record the fall of Je
rusalem and the cruelty of Christians 
against the Chosen people of God. 

In general these "Chosen" inspired awe in the hearts 
of the unworldly due to their respect for the Bible. 
Comparatively better educated than the average 
American of the time, those of the Hebraic faith had 
received some Hebrew education and could read and 
write, as well as possessing some fluency in other 
languages. The attributes, together with honesty 
in business, soon gained them friends and respect. 
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Not only were they allowed to practice their religion 
freely, they could become citizens with the same 
privileges accorded to their neighbors- -the right 
to vote, to have a say in political affairs, and the 
right to fight for their adopted country. Most of 
these people had not been able to exercise ·such 
rights in the countries of their birth. In order to 
enjoy the privilege of voting in elections they applied 
for naturalization within the first year of their 
arrival. These naturalized American Jews did not 
wear the responsibility of citizenship lightly, they 
were proud patriots and became active in the politics 
of their country. Their fellow townsmen were 
equally zealous of the rights of every American 
citizen and their democratic government. ls it any 
wonder that they felt they had found their Jerusa
lem? While more readily accepted socially than other 
German immigrants, the two groups clung to their 
origins through German clubs, German newspapers. 
and even a German theater. 

Just as we may debate which came first the 
chicken or the egg, much the same question may be 
applied to the beginnings of American Jewish com
munities when we attempt to identify the first 
organized activity. Most local historians have access 
to the records of a burial society or the activities 
of a charitable organization which provides informa
tion and proof of the · existence of the community. 
Due to the absence of records relating to the Madi
son congregation and organizations, one must as
sume that in the usual way of the Jew, he seeks 
out co-religionists when he arrives in a new place 
and even if he is not devout he still needs nine 
other Jews to say "Yarzeit" (memorial prayers for 
parents). By the time Rabbi Isaac Leeser reported 
on his visit to Madison late in 1851 the Jewish 
families had a schochet (ritual slaughter er, ap 
parently the same Joseph Dinkelspiel who previously 
served the Louisville congregation as Chazan, that 
is a cantor or reader). In contrast to the earlier 
German migration identified primarily as single 
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Abrams, Mark 
Ach, David 
Aeh, Simon 

. 
August, Daniel 
Baer, Louis 
Baer, Michael 
B alsoff, Michael* 
Becker, Julius* 
Binder, Godlove 
Brandeis, Samuel 
Draack, Isaac 
Davis, Abraham 
Eddleman, Daniel* 
Frank, Leonard* 
Frankel, Adolph* 
Freund, Michael* 

~ Glazer, Jacob* 
1:> Harris, Abraham 

Harris, Michael 
He•·sche, August* 
Hersche, J. N. * 
Hertsberg, Aaron 
Hoffstadt, Ascher 
Hoffstadt, Charles 
Hoffstadt, Ascher 
Hoffstadt, Julius 
Hoffstadt, Marcus 
Hoffstadt, Rudolph 

(Reuben) 
Isaac, Morris 
Jacob, Avram 
Kronenberger, Lehman 
Kronenberger, Mark 
Levien , Sigmond 
Lieb, Henry 

NATURALIZATIONS 

Age Date of f.rrival Place of Origin Port of Entry 

45 1846 
40 1855 
40 June 9, 1849 
24 April 10, 1854 
21 September 12, 1855 
28 July .28, 1853 

June 14, 1849 
June 10, 1854 
May 7, 1855 

30 April 15, 1849 
40 May, .1853 
42 April ,l, 1859 
29 October 8, 1859 

January, 1845 
29 Octo be!' 1, 1854 
20 June 3, 1853 
26 October. 1852 
42 July, 1850 
35 June, 1850 
40 October 8, 1854 
23 February 25, 1851 
29 November, 1866 
23 August 3, 1850 
24 January 31, 1849 

March 10, 1849 
29 September 18, 1845 
60 September 1, 1854 
22 September 16, 1855 

28 July 20, 1856 
40 May 28, 1852 
22 July 3, 1849 
34 October 1847 
25 September 10, 1846 

May 1, 1850 

Poland (Russian) New York 
France, Harve de Grace New Orleans 
France New York 
Sweden New York 
Prussia New York 
Prussia New York 
German (embarked Amsterdam) 
Prussia New Orleans 
Wertenbcrg 
Prague 
Germany 
Prussia 
Russia 
Bavaria 
Berlin 

Bavaria 
Russia 
Prussia 
Prussia 

Prussia 

New York 

New Orleans 
New York 

Prussia (embarkation London) 

Prussia (embarkation Liverpool) 
PrUlssia 
Prussia 

Prussia 
Germany, Beyme New York 
Germany, Oldenberg (embarked Antwerp) 
Germany, Olden berg Charleston, S.C. 
Hamburg New York 
Germany, Beirne 

*Not absolutely identified as Jewish. 

Date of Naturalization 

May 2, 1876 
March 31, 1860 
April 4, 1853 
August 30, 1856 
October 12, 1858 
November 3, 1856 
June 6, 1852 

October 5, 1849 
May 21, 1870 
October 5, 1866 
October 5, 1866 
March 18, 1851 
December 20, 1854 

1866 

1866 

Sept'ilr.lbcr 22, 1852 
June 12, 1852 

June 6, 1855 
October 12, 1858 
April 4, 1859 

October 6, 1866 
October 14, 1856 
October 7, 1852 
October 20, 1854 
March 15, 1849 
October 6, 1852 



NATURALIZATION (cont'd) 

Age Date of Arrival Place of Orig:!n Port of En"ri Dnte of Nnturulizution 

Mayer, Louis D. 31 December 25, 1852 Bavaria New Orleans October 5, 1866 
Meyer, Jacob 56 March, 1852 France New Orleans April 2, 1855 
Meyer, Henry H. 30 1851 Rhinebayu (Germany) October 12, 1858 
Michael, Samuel 28 November 23, 1853 Russian Poland New York April 28, 1855 

(Benson) 
Miesch , Michael* 26 December-10, 1851 France 
Moses, Florence 

(M .J. Hoffstadt) 26 December, 1852 France New Orleans October 9, 1856 
Moses, Levi 35 October 1, 1857 Prussia October 12, 1858 
Moses, Maurice 27 June ~2. 1855 France (Harve de New York September 27, 1858 
Moses, Simon 32 August 3, 1848 France (Grace) " New York October 9, 1854 
Moss, Emanuel 52 September 30, 1864 Bavaria 
Rosenheim, Louis• 1845 
Schatz, Isaac* 1864 
Seymour, Jacob* May 10, 1853 Germany November 2, 1884 

t-) 
Simon, Michael* 21 November 23, 1853 Prussia New Orleans 

0> Solomon, Solomon H. 22 April, 1859 Hamburg April 2, 1860 0" 
Stein, Joseph December 10, 1852 Prussia New Orleans October 10, 1854 
Sulzer, Raphael 36 August, 1855 France April 7, 1856 
Titlebaum, Samuel* 22 February, 1864 Hungary October 5, 1868 
Wallach, Isaac L. 25 December 12, 1848 Cassel, Hesse New York March 14, 1850 
Wehle, Maurice 44 April 15, 1849 Prague New York October 5, 1849 
Wehle, William 42 April 15, 1849 Bremen New York 
Weil, Alexander February 25, 1851 October 10, 1854 
Weiner, George* June 12, 1845 Bek1e, Germany Baltimore October 4, 185:l 

* Not absolutely identined as Jewish. 



young men, the need for a schochet reveals the 
relatively large number of families practicing tradi
tional Judaism and suggests that this immigration 
period also included a greater proportion of single 
women than the previous Ashkenazim immigration. 
Of all the known Jewish people who settled in 
Madison during this period, only one remained a 
bachelor. 

For the traditionally Orthodox keeping the 
dietary laws often made travel difficult as well as 
uncomfortable. Few food odors are more offensive 
to them than those permeating a house from the 
cooking of fried bacon, lard, pork, and other foods 
using those hog products for seasoning. In a town 
enjoying an economic boom depending largely on a 
hog industry, the slightest breeze would fill the air 
with foul odors originating in slaughtering houses 

·near the river and factories north along Crooked 
Creek from Main Cross street eastward. Another 
food problem confronting the Orthodox related to 
bread making which even though prepared in a 
bakery still contained animal fats usually from the 
hog. How long can one survive on hard boiled 
eggs? 

Thus finding a place to live in order to cook 
ones meals became an immediate necessity. Scarcity 
of housing created a great demand . and a reported 
one hundred and thirty-seven houses were under 
construction in May of 1850. Expecting to establish 
businesses for either buying or selling, most new 
residents rented a storeroom with the family quarters 
on the second floor. Oftentimes limited rental 
property or finances necessitated renting a house 
using the front room for business with the family 
residing in the rear. A choice location might be 
sought on or near Main Cross street three blocks 
north of the river in the general vicinity of Mulberry, 
West, and Walnut street. Business places also ex
tended west towards Broadway to Depot (Cragmont) 
street where a number of store buildings clustered 
around the Depot area. Young couples without 
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children and single men resided in boarding houses 
or in hotels providing room and board. The two 

- Brandeis brothers and their brides shared a house. 
John Lyle King mentioned visiting their home on 
New Year's; described the women as plain, the 
furnishings undistinguished and he entered the 
house through a bedroom. 

In the frontier town, the modern conveniences 
of this century simply did not exist. Candles or 
oil lamps supplied lighting, with water obtained 
from · cisterns (tanks ·which collected rainwater 
running off the roof) or from nearby community 
wells; the privy or outhouse was located to the back 
of the. dwelling. In order to bathe, water had to 
be carried in buckets, heated on a wood stove or 
in the fireplace, then poured into a wooden tub. 

Today this sounds quite primitive but few had 
lived differently in Europe. Not only were living 
conditions similar, they continued to follow the. same 
trades. Madison's hog industry attracted a greater 
proportion of individuals already experienced in the 
livestock trade or in butchering. Due to the re
strictions placed upon the Jews in European coun
tries regarding the ownership of land and property, 
the trading of specified commodities, and membership 
in trade guilds; many engaged in livestock trading 
as well as hides and furs, all unrestricted . On 
arriving in Madison they could pursue this trade 
with the former peasants found among the numerous 
Germans who had became American farmers. In the 
case of David Ach whom the 1860 U. S. Census 
listed as storeowner, his son Moses traveled with 
horse and buggy to nearby counties perhaps buying 
produce as well as hides and furs, while peddling 
other merchandise. The Kronenberger's. fur and 
hide business eventually extended all over the state 
and as far away as Texas while Raphael Sulzer dealt 
in rags, later buying roots and herbs paving the 
way for his son Louis to become one of this country's 
largest dealers in medicinal herbs. 

According to the 1850 Federal. census these 
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people operated clothing stores, groceries, tobacco 
stores, a glue factory, in addition to Dr. Brandeis 
who practiced medicine. His newspaper announce
ment of June 19, 1849 translated from the German 
read: "Card of Dr. S. Brandeis, late of Prague, 
Germany, announcing office on Main Street next to 
Dr. E. lYl McClure." The doctor's brother built a 
starch factory out on Walnut Street near Crooked 
Creek which closed after six months. In the me.an
time the Wehles and Brandeis families started a 
produce business on West street between Second 
and Main Cross. In connection with this business, 
Adolph Brandeis traveled distances up to a hundred 
miles making friends among the German speaking 
farmers of southern Indiana. Lewis Dembitz~ another 
professional among the Prague group, read law with 
a Cincinnati attorney returning to Madison in 1851 to 

· practice in the office of Dunn and Hendricks for two 
years. 

No doubt, some of these Jewish residents joined 
the crowds walking down to the wharf to see the 
spectacular traveler, a passenger on the Winfield 
Scott when it docked at the Madison wharf in March 
of that year, and noted in the Madison Courier: 

A Persian Jew . . . attracted a crowd 
on the city wharf. He came up the river 
from New Orleans . . . The olive com
plexion, sharp Egyptian features, long, 
black, and well-combed beard, and 
longer blue robe, and red turban, 
created quite a sensation. 

Not all visitors created the sensation of the 
Persian's short stay in Madison, but the continued 
growth of the city and increased number of travelers 
and businessmen created a demand for additional 
hotel rooms and to meet these needs the elegant 
Madison Hotel had been designed and construction 
completed in March, 1851, a monument to Madison's 
moment in history. Situated on the south side of 
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Second street occupying half of the city block 
between Mulberry ·and West streets, the hostelry 
contained ninety guest rooms, twelve parlors and 
several dining rooms. In order to protect the 
women from the rougher atmosphere of the commer
cial travelers, ladies entered through a separate 
entrance into the women's parlor, its twenty-three 
by thirty feet area quite large compared to average 
European hotels frequently having no lobby. The 
main dining room could serve two hundred guests 
and the hotel maintained its own telegraph. By far 
the most modern concept in the new hotel was the 
gas illumination provided by the recently organized 
Madison Gas Company. The hotel revealed evidence 
of the presence of slaves--on the outside of the 
building where iron rings hung for the use of guests 
to chain slaves to prevent their running away. 

Other large buildings in the town housed the 
various industries which processed grain, manu
factured starch, candles, soap, glue, two breweries, 
iron foundries, lumber mills, tanneries, all dominated 
by a large number of slaughtering and pork houses, 

The town's strategic location on the Ohio af
forded the citizens the opportunity to see and hear 
the great orators of the day, traveling shows, 
politicians, and the many stage people and other 
artistes traveling by steamboat to the interior. All 
found a large and eager audience. To this day, 
Madison residents boast about the performance of 
the Swedish nightingale, Jenny Lind, in April of 
1851. As the great day approached the promotors 
faced the realization that Madison had no hall large 
enough for the thousands who wished to see and 
hear this world famous personality. Renovating 
the largest building in town, a newly built ware
house, solved the problem of where to have the 
concert giving the newspapers in Louisville and 
Cincinnati a field day ridiculing Madison for its 
"pretentious" reception of their adored Jenny Lind. 
These barbed shafts of the pen in no way detracted 
from the great pride of the community, and in later 
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years the site became the Jenny Lind Pork House. 
Reputedly, a Madison furniture factory honored the 
occasion by designing the well-known Jenny Lind 
bed. 

Life in Madison returned to normal after the 
great concert, and a glimpse of this life can be found 
in Josephine Goldmark's book Pilgrims of '48 as 
she describes the activities of the Wehle household: 

They lived, on the whole, an exceedingly 
quiet and retired life. The younger 
children who went to the public school 
mingled freely with their schoolmates. 
The two older girls, ·Regina and Julia, 
and their parents were on friendly 
enough terms with various neighbors, 
calling on one another and even exchang
ing Christmas presents. But they were 
to a large extent engrossed in their 
necessary domestic activities. Their 
scanty leisure they devoted to volumi
nous correspondence with the relatives 
in Prague and Vienna, to practicing on 
the piano and to the eager reading of any 
books, English, German or French, 
which fell into their hands. For much 
social intercourse, other than wi.th a few 
neighboring families, neither time nor 
inclination, at least during the early . 
years of adjustment, sufficed. During 
the seven years of their life in Madison 
the Wehle family lived in three di.fferent 
houses, each one a little higher than the 
last in the scale of com.fort and conven
ience. Comfort and convenience, how
ever, are relative terms and the joy 
with which the possession of a second 
cistern in their last and most comfortable 
home . • • with the cistern full, the 
fortunate householder could look forward 
with equanimity to the yearly drought; 
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when it ran dry we had recourse only 
to more fortunate or more provident 
neighbors; the yellow muddy river water, 
bought by the barrel, was unfit for 
drinking. The cistern stood beside the 
house and was filled by rainwater from 
the gutters of the roof. The spout 
leading down to the cistern was ordinarily 
closed, so that at the beginning of every 
rainfall the roof might be washed off 
before the rainwater was allowed to 
enter the cistern. 

Besides the letters of the Wehle sisters describ
ing life in Madison, John Lyle King, a young lawyer 
quite fascinated by the educated foreigners among 
the Brandeis, Wehle, and Dembitz families frequently 
mentioned them in his diary. King also describes 
his daily activities, particularly his time spent in 
leisurely pursuits visiting young ladies and reading 
the latest novels. Having met Adolph Brandeis on 
his initial trip to Madison in 1848 and then introduced 
to other family members after their arrival in Madi
son the next spring, King later wrote in his diary 
of running into his friends Brandeis and learned of 
the marriages of Adolph to Fredricka Dembitz and 
Dr. Samuel Brandeis to Gottlieb Wehle's niece, 
Caroline Wehle·. Because the Jefferson County 
marriage records list the marriages on September 5, 
1849, the assumption had been made that the wed
dings took place in Madison, but Adolph told his 
friend King that the two couples had just returned 
by boat from Cincinnati where they had been 
married. 

Just:.aiew months later the first Jewish wedding 
conducted by a Rabbi took place in the home of 
Gottlieb Wehle when his eldest daughter, Ernestine 
married Max Abeles on December 2, 1849. Other 
marriages celebrated by the Prague group included 
the Wehle . governess, Ida Weiner (Eda Hamich) to 
Isaac L. Wallach on April15, 1851 and brother William 
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married Rosa Tachau in Louisville on April 18, 1856. 
Three other early marriages recorded in 

Madison contributing to the permanent Jewish commu
nity were those of Samuel Michael (Michael Benson) 
to Esther August, Samuel Moses to Sarah Lapin, and 
Ascher Hoffstadt to Ellen Moses. Other marriages 
occurring in this period included: Julius Hoffstadt 
to Fanny Moses, Henry Hoffstadt, Max Kronenberger, 
and Aaron Marks to Sarah August- -the patriarchs 
of the Madison Jewish community. 

The patriarch of the Brandeis, Wehle, and 
Dembitz families, Gottljeb Wehl spent a memorable 
day greeting Kossuth, the great Hungarian emanci
pator, on his arrival in Madison. Wehle, the leader 
of the delegation appointed by the Madison Hun
garian Association marched in the parade that 
celebrated the arrival of this world reknown figure . 

. Starting at the Franklin House (one of the newer 
hotels located on the southeast corner of Walnut and 
Main Cross streets), first, carne the newly or
ganized German Band proudly waving the American 
flag, followed by the Hungarian, the German na
tional, and the Hungarian Association's own flag. 
Other members marching in the parade included: 
Dr. Schissler, C. H. Frevert, P. Wallach, C. Ab
berger and Joas. Bachman. Wehle introduced 
Kossuth to the people assembled at Wesley Chapel. 
Having been introduced in German, Kossuth replied 
in German but continued his speech in English. The 
local newspaper neglected reporting the German 
festivities honoring this important foreign visitor. 
When someone called the editor's attention to the 
fact that no mention had been made of Kossuth '-s 
visit to Madison, the newspaper printed the editor's 
rather lame excuse ; he claimed illness at the time 
saying he had heard nothing about the distinguished 
visitor's presence in Madison. This incident typified 
the general attitude of indifference to German 
immigrants and their activities. 

By the time the Brandeis families moved to 
Louisville, new immigrants arrived to take their 
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1849 Sept. 5 

1849 Sept. 5 

1849 Dec. 2 

1850 Aug. 4 

1851 Apr. 15 

1854 June 4 

1854 Sept.23 

1855 Nov. 18 

1856 Apr. 18 

1856 Mar. 10 

1857 Mar. 10 

1858 July 21 

MARRIAGES 

Adolphus Brandeis m. Frederique Dembitz 

Dr. Samuel Brandeis m. Caroline Wehle 

Max Abeles m. Ernestine Wehle 

Zachariah Coblense ( Coblans) Marietta, 0. 
m. Fanny Dinkelspiel 

Isaac L. Wallach m. Ida Weiner 

Fannie Moss m. Joseph Stein 
(Mrs. Max Kronenberger's sister) 

Samuel Michael (Benson) m. Esther August 
(Mrs. Aaron Mark's sister) Samuel Michael 
became S. M. Benson in the 1870s 

Samuel Moses m. Sara Lupin (Lapin) 
(brother of Mrs. Julius Hoffstadt) 

Will~ Wehle m. Rosa Tachau (in Louisville) 
brother of Gottlieb Wehle. Announcement in 
Madison Courier. 

Asher Hoffstadt m. Ellen Moses 
(Asher, first cousin of Hoffstadt brothers, 
Ellen sister to Mrs~ Julius Hoffstadt) 

Jacob L. Wallach m. B. Lithenheim 
(daughter of z. Leithenheim, Fort Wayne) 

Lewis Dembitz m. Minna Wehle (Austria) in 
New York City (a relative of Cottlieb Wehle) 
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place. This group included Abram Jacob, Michael 
Simon, Louis D. Mayer, Jacob Meyer, Samuel Michael, 
Adolph Frank, August Hersch, Daniel August and 
Morris Moses. At the end of the 1852-53 season 
the railroad showed great growth having shipped 
483,000 tons of corn, 804,000 tons of wheat, and 
130,730 hogs. But business in Madison would not 
live up to the expectations of many of this later 
group. 

These men joined others for religious services 
on the third floor of Gottlieb Wehle's home and in 
1853 chose the name Adas Israel for the newly or
ganized .congregation which elected Gottlieb Wehle, 
president; Joseph Dinkelspiel, secretary; and Max 
Kronen berger, treasurer. Kronen berger remained 
an active member of the congregation until his 
death, the only one of the original officers to remain 
in Madison. 

By organizing a synagogue these men displayed 
a sense of permanency, not yet realizing that Madi
son's destiny could not be fulfilled. Tonnage on 
the Madison railroad began to decline as many hun
dred of miles of track were completed all over the 
state. As fewer hogs arrived in the slaughtering 
houses, the other industries thriving on the by
products also suffered from the slow-down. The 
drought during the following summer dried up the 
river preventing the u sual boat traffic, as well as, 
contributing to the poor yield of crops for local 
farmers. With little produce to bring to market and 
a shortage of grain to feed livestock, the entire 
economy was affected. 

In an effort to improve the declining economy, 
the city fathers brought the Indiana State Fair to 
Madison in 1854. The fair occupied grounds in the 
vicinity of the present country club and the Indiana 
and Michigan Electric Power plant. Numerous 
temporary buildings were erected to house the pro
duce and stock exhibitions, but from beginning to 
end the fair proved so unsuccessful that Madison 
took no further interest in hosting this annual event. 

34 



Besides the state fair, Indianapolis also lured 
away some of those who purchased property in 
North Madison such as Lewis and Sarah Bam berger. 
Even Israel Johnson, an early settler of Brooksville, 
Indiana, whose name also cropped up in Nashville, 
Tennessee before he eventually settled permanently 
in Cincinnati, owned property on the hill, as well 
as J. A. Berlin, Philip Glazer, J. G. Meyers, H. and 
H. Moses, and C. G. and Jacob Hersch. One of 
the Hoffstadt brothers who left Madison lived in 
Texas and another in Ohio. Max Kronenberger's 
cousin Louis J. Mayer made Evansville his home, 
and Jacob Littman chose LaGrange, Indiana. Moritz 
Wehle moved to New York City to become secretary 
of the Crystal Palace exhibit and later returned to 
Prague. Nevertheless, a sufficient number had 
little inclination to leave and with the increasing 
number of marriages of eligible bachelors and the 
arrival of additional immigrants (Raphael s ·ulzer 
1854, Louis Baer 1855, also David Ach, David Benson, 
the Hoffstadt's father and younger brother, Rueben, 
in 1855). Adas Israel sought permanent quarters 
for their congregation. 

On August 3, 1855, Adas Israel dedicated the 
synagogue located on the second floor of the store 
building at 216 E. Main owned by the schochet, 
W. M. Hoffstadt. About twenty members attended 
the services led by Hart Judah, the Chazen at Bene 
Israel in Cincinnati, and Gottlieb Wehle addressed 
the congregation in German. Julius Hoffstadt 
presented a second Sefer Torah which a visitor de
scribed as "the largest and finest written scroll . . . 
I have ever seen." As Julius' father had recently 
arrived in this country, he may have brought this 
Torah in anticipation of the dedication. 

When called to read the Torah, each member 
made a contribution towards the expenses of the 
establishment of the synagogue. The following 
week three members completed the purchase of an 
acre of ground located on the Brownstown Pike in 
North Madison to be used for a cemetery. Within a 
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year the . congregation employed the first instructor 
for its school, Bernard Felsenthal. Another indica
tion of the devoutness of this congregation, the 
mikvah, (ritual bath house) must have been con
structed at this time as the congregation and school 
moved to the Masonic building on West street prior 
to the Civil War. The mikvah located on the alley 
behind the Hoffstadt store had two entrances which 
suggests separate facilities for men and women. 

A few blocks away at the Fulton School, Edward 
Eggleston (later to write the classic, The Hoosier 
Schoolmaster) taught his classes. Despite the fact 
that Madison had established the first public schools 
in Indiana, the Jewish parents desired a religious 
education for their children. They did not have to 
look far to find a well-qualified teacher, Bernard 
Felsenthal who originally came to Louisville before . 
accepting a teaching position in Lawrenceburg. He 
had also taught in a village school in his native 
Bavaria for twelve years. Felsenthal grew up in 
Munchweiler in the Rhenish Palatinate of Bavaria 
and though throughly educated in Torah, he chose 
to continue his education in a secular school, at
tending the Kreisgewerbschul (vocational school) at 
Kaiserlauter for three years. and the Polytechnic 
High School in Munich, returning to Kaiserlauter to 
attend the teacher's seminary. Few Jewish scholars 
had attended secular schools to this extent and cer
tainly they appear rarely in the annals of American 
Jewish History in this period. Shortly after Felsen
thal's employment to teach Hebrew and secular 
subjects at the Adath Israel school, he became a 
controversial figure when he spoke publicly in favor 
of John C. Fremont, the first presidential candidate 
of the newly organized Republican party. The 
teacher received a public reprimand from the officers 
of the congregation who deemed it improper for 
their teacher to speak publicly on political issues. 
Later a parent disapproving of Felsenthal 's suggest-
ed changes in the Sabbath service spoke out. "What! 
A man with such notions expects to read prayers 
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Children Born in Madison 
1847-60 

Father Born 

Ach, Louis Moses 1857 
Moses " 1851 
Ursula " 1859 

Ach, Louis David 1857 
Moses " 1856 

Brandeis, Fanny Adolph 1852 

Davis, Isadore Jacob 1854 
Amelia " 1856 

_Esther " 1858 
.. Isabella " 1859 
Mariah " 1860 

Frank, Abraham Michael 1856 
Frederick " 1858 
Charles " 1860 

Hilpp, Samuel Elias 1847 
Leopold " 1848 \ 
Louis II 1852 
Jennie II 1853 
Emma " 1858 
Sarah II 1860 

Hilpp, - Louis Gerson 1850 
George .. __ .to 
Frederick 1860 

Hoffstadt, Michael Julius 1851 
Moses II 1854 
Julius " 11355-57 
David " 1859 

Hoffstadt, Julius Henry 1854 
Abraham II 1857 

Hoffstadt, Nannie Ascher 1859 

Kronenberger, Fannie Max 1852 
Raphael II 1855 
Rebecca II 1858 

Marks, Martin {Marcus) Aaron 1853 
Edward " 1854 
Simon " 1855 
Joseph II 1858 
Golda II 1859 
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Moses, Lena Levi 1860 

Moses, Leah Samuel 1859 

Moses, Joseph Simon 1857 
David " 1859 

Sulzer, Susan Raphael 1858 
Marcus " 1860 

Wallach, Louis* Jacob L. 1858 

*The widow, Barbara Wallach, a Seamstress listed the following 
young people in her home i:l 1870: Anna 20, Mary 18, John 16, 
Matilda 14. Barbara married in 1857 and as no additional last 
name was listed these may have been the children of Isaac 
and Ida Wiener. 

Children not born in 1\ladison 

Ach, Rebecca David 

Davis, Lewis Jacob 
Henry " 

Dinkelspiel, Isaac Joseph (Ohio) 
Morris " (Kentu~ky) 

Percilla " (Kentucky) 
Elnora II (Indiana) 

Frank, Leopold Michael 
Barbara II 

Moses " 
Eliza " 

Hilpp, Edward (Adolph) Elias 
Fannie II 

Henry (or Henrietta " 
Sulzer, Mary Raphael 

Wehle, Regina Gottlieb 
Julia " 
Theodore II 

Emma II 

Frances II 

Bertha II 

Flossie II 

Josephine " 
Edda II 

An infant 9 months old at the time of the 1850 

Wehle, Alicia Moritz 

**Also listed in 1850 Census, born in Madison: 
James, son of Louisa and Sigman Levein 
Nicholas, son of Margaret and Jacob Littman. 
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1835 
1836 
1838 
1839 
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1844 
1845 
1847 
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1847 



for us on Rosh Hashanah? Such a person wants to 
teach our children Judaism?" 

While in Madison Felsenthal participated in the 
then current dialogue of adapting the traditional 
synagogue services to the American scene by writ
ing articles published in Die Deborah, a German 
periodical Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise introduced when 
he came to Cincinnati already planning to propagate 
reform in American synagogues. Felsenthal re
mained in Madison teaching in the school until 1858 
when he left for Chicago having been offered a 
position in the business world. After some years 
he became Rabbi of the Sinai Congregation, Chi
cago's first Reform congregation. As a leading 
spokesman for the city's Jewish community, he also 
wrote prodigiously on his views of reform, often 
differing from others active in the move. In today's 
world he would be classified as a liberal of that day 
with his out-spoken views relative to most of the 
traditions which he thought needed to be discarded 
returning to a modern interpretation of the Torah 
as the guidelines of Judaism. In later years his 
views became much more conservative than Isaac 
Mayer Wise's and the classic reform of Einhorn in 
Baltimore. His brief stay with the Madison congre
gation appears to have had little impact on the 
parents or the students although some seeds may 
have been sown that waited to blossom for twenty
five years. Among Felsenthal 's myriad contributions 
to American Judaism was his suggestion to Dr. Cyrus 
Adler in 1888 which led to the organization of the 
American Jewish Historical Society. 

After Bernard Felsenthal's resignation, L. 
Liebman accepted the vacated position staying only 
one year or so before taking a similar teaching job 
in Columbus, Ohio and Samuel Elasky became the 
third teacher of the school. 

Shortly after Felsenthal assumed the respon
sibilities of the religious leader of the congregation, 
Gottlieb Wehle decided to follow his brother to New 
York City. This decision may have been influenced 
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by the scarcity of eligible bachelors for his seven 
unmarried daughters, in addition to the cultural 
opportunities the larger city afforded, plus another 
drought in 1856 plagued Madison's economy. In the 
testament written to praise Wehle's contributions to 
the congregation, we learn that the community had 
had problems, no doubt, similar to the problems in 
every group of Jewish immigrants with diverse back
grounds. In the synagogue they cling to the 
traditions of their parents and in their desire to 
retain a part of the life they left behind in Europe, 
they confuse this sentimental attachment to youth 
and family with proscribed religious ritual. Diver
sity of origins of Madison's. Jewish community com
pares favorably with that of the rest of the country. 
The Wehle, Dembitz, and Brandeis families migrated 
from Prague, the ancestoral home of the Wehle 

· family, the Dem bit z father had been born in Poland, 
and others came from Hungary and German states. 
Individuals among this group certainly possessed 
great differences in attitudes towards Judaism. 
Some still clung to the previous generation's attach
ment to the Sabbatarian movement, the modernists 
and progressive minded had shown an interest in 
reform by attending services in Prague led by rabbis 
attempting to introduce reform in Europe, while 
Lewis Dem bit z remained a traditionalist becoming 
one of the outstanding laymen of the Conservative 
Movement in its early days. Despite earlier con
flicts the congregation adhered to traditional Ortho
dox ritual maintaining a mikvah and supporting a 
schochet. 

Place of birth or country of origin in federal 
censuses , naturalization records, and obituaries 
revealed a variety of hometowns listed by the various 
Hoffstadt brothers. Juliet Hoffstadt, the last 
descendant to remain in Madison thought the family 
originally came from Poland. If so, the parents 
could have been born in Poland and just as many 
others did at that time, they may have lived in a 
number of differen t towns and villages in German 
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states and in Alsace Lorraine resulting in the great 
variety of birthplaces stated in official records. 
The Cohen- Kahn families also contain similar con
fusions with the later immigrants stating an eastern 
Europe origin, and the Kahns claiming France. The 
Sulzer and Ach families came from small villages in 
Alsace where their ancestors have been traced back 
more than two hundred years. Others from France 
came from villages in the vicinity of Colmar south of 
Strasbourg near the Rhine. After studying the 
inter-marriages between the Moses, Baer, and 
Hoffstadt families, and the Schlesingers who lived 
in Ohio, the evidence strongly suggests that the 
families lived nearby on both sides of the Rhine. 

When it became necessary to say any good
bye to their friend and leader, Gottlieb Wehle, a 
testament and resolutions* were published in The 
American Israelite: 

* If an eminent man departs ·from a place, 
says an old Jewish sage, its brightness, 
ornament and pride departs from it. 
The congregation of Israelites . . . in 
Madison is now in the case to deplore the 
departure of its ornament, Mr. G. Wehle, 
who is bound for New York within this 
week's course. The man, to whose zeal 
and exertion we owe our thanks, that 
the Jews of this city formed a congrega
tion, that every Sabbath and Holiday 
divine service is held, that the necessary 
utensils for the Synagogue, a cemetery 
etc. , have been purchased, that a school 
for Israelitish children has been or
ganized and a teacher appointed, the 
man, to whose salutary influence on the 
minds of the members of the congrega
tion we owe it, that the former disunion 
and discord has been banned from the 
midst of the Jews of this city, and that 
peace and harmony now exist amongst 
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them; the man whose superiority, inte
grity, and sincerity has willfully and 
readily been acknowledged by everyone 
who knows him, this man departs from 
us! Yea ; Mr . Wehle , in taking his 
domicile elsewhere, causes us a deplor
able loss; yet we hope that he, though 
far from us, will always remember his 
friends in the West. On the 6, of this 
·month a meeting of the congregation has 
been held, and at this occasion the 
resolutions com·municated below, passed 
unanimously. They were not a common 
complimentary formality, but they came 
from the hearts of the Assembly.* 

. Despite the loss of Mr. Wehle's guidance and leader
ship and the departure of Bernard Felsenthal two 
years later, the Madison community remained one of 
the larger and active Jewish communities in the 
state. Henry Hoffstadt, Max Kronenberger and 
Elias Hilpp assumed the responsibilities of leader
ship. Rabbinical assistance could be obtained at 
nearby Cincinnati where Isaac M. Wise filled the 
pulpit at Bene Jeshurun congregation. Besides 
the German language Die Deborah, Rabbi Wise also 
published the Israelite, both created for the pur
pose of the unification of the American congrega
tions. These publications provided a platform for 
laymen and rabbis to discuss reforms in synagogue 
worship. One of Rabbi Wise's greatest contributions 
to American Judaism was his single-minded determi
nation for unification of American synagogues ; a 
weapon to fight complete assimilation in a free 
society . His friend and colleague, Max Lilienthal, 
another strong advocate of reforms, served Cin
cinnati 's older Bene Israel congregation, popularly 
known as the Broadway Temple. During Lilienthal's 
life time the Madison congregation usually used his 
services when they needed a guest rabbi. 

By the spring of 1856 at a meeting in Cleveland, 
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• 
RESOLUTIONS 

PASSED IN A MEETING OF THE CONGREGATION OF ISRAELITES 
IN MADISON, INDIANA, APRIL 9, 1956 

G. Wehle, Esq. has deserved the most sincere thanks of the 
Congregation of Israelites in this place. 

During a long course of years he manifested a rare eagerness 
and an unwearied per"verance in order to attain the foundation 
of such a congregation, also for its flourishing and prosperity 
he made the greatest sacrifices in time and money. 

As the President of our young congregation, he steered with 
skill and proclivity its course through a sea of difficulties, and 
knew to avoid all the obstructing rocks and cliffs. 

We learned to respect in him the man who--honorable in sentiments 
and action, and high standing in every respect--was an honor ' 
to our city; we learned to esteem in him the Israelite, who ad
hering with a warm love to the interests of his creed and his 
brethern in faith--has been an ornliJIIent to our congregation. 

"Whereas" G. Wehle, Esq., is now intending to leave this city, 
and to remove to New York, therefore, in consideration of all 
the above points be it 

Resolved, Thatour.heartfeltthanksaredueandherebytend~red .. .. .. _ . 
to . Mr. Wehle for the many merits which he has deserved for the 
foundation and administration of our congregation in his quality 
as member and president thereof. 

Resolved, That we shall)teep Mr. W. in continu~ remembrance, 
and that we shall feel ourselves honored, if he friendly will do 
the same in relation to us. 

Resolved, That Mr. Wehle be accepted an honorary member of 
our congregation for life time. · 

Resolved, That these resolutions be recorded in our minutes, 
published in the Israelite, and a copy thereof handed to 
Mr. Wetlle. 
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Ohio, Lilienthal and Wise obtained the support of 
the delegates in the decision to establish a school in 
Cincinnati for the training of American rabbis. Ef
forts to start this Rabbinical school continued for 
more than fifteen years until the organization of the 
Union of American Hebrew Congregations in 1873 
paved the way for the Cincinnati school which 
began classes in 1875. 

Both Lilienthal and Wise spoke out on the con
troversial treaty between the United States and 
Switzerland as did rabbis and congregations all over 
the country asking the American government not to 
sign the treaty as long ~s Switzerland denied 
citizenship to Jews and excluded them from entering 
the country. Congress listened to the American 
Jewish Community and refused to sign the treaty 
until Switzerland acceded to demands for the rights 
of the Jewish people. Morris L. Samuel successfully 
argued to be excused from jury duty in the Hunting
ton forgery case in New York because he would 
be forced to be in court on the Jewish Sabbath; 
in such ways the American Jewish Community 
continued to fight for its rights. 

Nor did business remain at a standstill in Madi
son even though the low levels of the Ohio River 
during the droughts of 1854 and 1856 diminished 
river transportation, the Madison Marine Railway 
Shipyard completed a number of boats for Louis
ville, Cincinnati, and St. Louis. These included 
the Highflyer, David Walsh, Grace Darling, Rodolph, 
A. C. Goodin, Fred Tron, New Ben Accord, and 
the William H. Russel. At the William Cough factory 
the following year during a three month period 
seventy- five railway cars were manufactured and 
shipped to t he New Orleans-Jackson and the Great 
Northern railroads. 

Already recent technical inventions such as 
the telegraph effectively changed the pace of busi
ness and life in larger communities when words 
could travel in minutes instead of the slower forms 
of communication by letter transported by stage, 
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boats and messengers. Gas lights transformed the 
dark world of candles and oil lamps into brightness 
and reached out to light up the streets for the 
safety of pedestrians at night. Mrs. Hand, a 
housewife, purchased Madison's first sewing ma
chine; now she could make her family's clothing in a 
much shorter time or she may have been one of the 
seamtresses who moved into homes for weeks at a 
time completing wardrobes for the entire family. 
With the adaptation of the sewing machine for in
dustry and the production of ready-made clothing, 
Madison merchants now added clothing to their in
ventori.es in addition to custom tailoring. The Civil 
War created a need for uniforms for the local regi.
ments and the Union hospital located in Madison 
increased the demand for more machine made clothing 
giving the Jewish businessmen opportunities in the 
clothing industry a decade later. 

Along with new inventions, changing business 
and industry, citizens turned to the needs of the 
people in the community. In attempting to control 
the spread of contagious diseases, especially during 
typhoid and cholera epidemics, temporary shelters 
known as "pesthouses" located on the outskirts 
of town housed the sick; family members did the 
nursing. In 1852 Dr. Brandeis had been appointed 
a member of the .Jefferson County Asylum Committee 
(for the mentally disturbed), a group of local 
doctors who attended to the needs of people at a 
local facility, and plans were being drawn up for 
a "poor house" in 1858. Located a little west of 
Clifty Creek and the present Country Club, this 
stone structure housed the.. indignant, elderly, and 
disabled for almost a century, including two mem
bers of the Jewish community who refused family 
assistance and could not be persuaded to leave the 
·city of their birth. One of them still lived at the 
home when the American Power and Electric com-

· pany purchased the land for the power plant ·in 
the early 1950s. 

Evidence of Madison's hard times still existed 

42 



in 1858 with ads announcing the Madison Hotel and 
the Star Flour Mill for sale, and the following Janu
ary the State Bank closed. With the loss of the 
bank, an era of Indiana history came to an end for 
Madison no longer had powerful representation in 
the General Assembly. The successor to Madison's 
powerful state politicians had not yet been born in 
the home of the Jew rag peddler, Raphael Sulzer. 
Raphael's son, Marcus, would one day contribute 
much to the growth and strength of the Republican 
party in the state in addition to serving twice as 
mayor, appointed attache to Liege, Belgium, and 
retained a life-long commitment to his hometown. 

Nor did Marcus Sulzer see the new Courthouse 
before the building burnt to the ground in February 
of 1859. This building had replaced the Courthouse 
which burned in 1853. The county began rebuild
ing the structure immediately while also improving 
the Michigan Road. The county replaced the old 
plank road with gravel. Originally plank roads 
proved to be an immense improvement over the 
muddy trails that sucked wagons and horses into 
the mire increasing the hazards and slowing down 
travel. Gravelled roads remained the leading type 
of highway surface until the automobile necessitated 
the use of sturdier materials. 

Six months after t he disastrous fire, the new 
Courthouse was ready for occupancy, a beautiful 
edifice. still in use today for court sessions and 
containing the offices of county officials and their 
staffs. Not long after the completion of the Court
house, on hearing about John Brown's raid on the 
United States arsenal at Harper's Ferry, seventeen 
local men with muskets and rifles marched off 
towards Charlestown, Virginia, hoping to rescue 
John Brown and others sentenced to death. After 
Brown's at tempt failed, rumors spread of negro 
uprisings -an over the South and the local paper 
reported insurrections in Nicholasville and Cyn
thiana, Kentucky, towns near Lexington less than 
one hundred miles from Madison. 
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Because the mild weather that fall continued 
into early winter few hogs had been slaughtered 
but the farmers had sold 100,000 bushels of wheat 
on West street. At the boatyard, "City of Madison" 
now completed and ready for river trade gave no 
indication of her fate- -a sacrifice to the gods of 
war- -one hundred men died when she sank at the 
battle of Vicksburg. The local economy improved 
with the opening of Robbins' furniture factory on 
Mulberry north of Fourth street and the Pearl Starch 
Factory. At the fire house on Third street, the 
Washington Fire Company's new engine sparkled 
with its freshness standing ready to fight the next 
conflagration. 

The local citizenry celebrated Washington's 
birthday with a parade and dinner. In March 
Madame Lola Montez came to Madison to speak, and 
in May the Republican Convention met in Chicago to 
select a presidential candidate and write their plat
form. Lewis Dembitz, a former Madisonian, · had 
been appointed as a delegate from Kentucky while 
Madison's Copeland Arion delivered a seconding 
speech for the party's candidate, Abraham Lincoln. 
Only 1, 294 persons turned out to vote that fall, but 
when the town finally received the news of Lincoln's 
victory a month later, the townspeople celebrated 
the Republican victory with bonfires, rockets, 
roman candles, bands playing, and speeches at the 
Courthouse. These explosions of celebration also 
heralded the war that would divide the nation-
recorded in history as America's Civil War. 

Histories of an American Jewish Community 
usually begin with a small number of people estab
lishing a congregation in a growing city; the in
stitutions ·and organizations are established as 
the Jewish population increases in proportion to the 
growth of the city largely due to additional migra
tions. Madison's Jewish community's growth pattern 
paralleled the economic conditions of the city for 

· the seventy-five years of its existence. Still in the 
race for the largest Indiana city in 1850, the city 
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1860 Federal C-ensus 

Age Occupation Birthelace 

Moses, Isaac 28 Peddler France 
Mona 26 
Maurice Ohio 

Frank, Joseph 40 Peddler. Bavaria 
Mary 40 
Catherine 10 
Mary 10 
Hanna 6 
Mary 3 mos. 

Hilpp, George 41 Butcher (France) Strausberg 
Sarah 38 
Louise 
George 
Frederick 

Marks, Aaron 46 Clothing store Prussia 
Sarah Prussia 
Martin 7 Indiana 
Simon 6 Indiana 
Edward 5 Indiana 
Joseph 2 Indiana 
Golda Indiana 

Michael, Samuel 32 Peddler Prussia 
Esther P\'ussia 
Joseph 2 Indiana 
Leah Indiana 

Frank, Jacob 39 France 
Davis, Jacob 31 Tailor Russia 

Bertha 29 Prussia 
Lewis 9 Prussia 
Henry 7 Ohio 
Isadore 6 Indiana 
Amelia 4 Indiana 
Esther 2 Indiana 
Isabella Indiana 
Mariah 1 Indiana 

Emlasky, Samuel Teacher Bavaria 
Hoffstadt, Henry 36 Clothier Prussia 

Emily 28 
Julius 8 Ohio 
Abraham 3 Indiana 
Nannie 1 Indiana 

Kronenberger, Martin (Max) 40 Hides and Wools Germany 
Henrietta 
Fanny 9 Indiana 
Raphael 5 Indiana 
Rebecca 2 Indiana 

Kronenberger, Lehman Indiana 
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1860 Fedel"al Census, cont'd 

Age Occueation Birthelace 

Sulzer, Raphael 40 Rag Dealer France 
Rachael 30 France 
Mary 7 France 
Sarah (2) Indiana 
Michael (Marcus) 1 Indiana 

Moses, Simcn Clothier France 
Barbara Germany 

Mos.es, Joseph 5 Indiana 
David Indiana 

Schlesinger, Jacob 34 Restaurant Keeper 
Sophia Ohio 

Moses, Salesman (Samuel) 30 Peddler France 
Sarah 21 Baden 
Morris 4 
Leo 1 

Moses, Levi 28 Tailor Prussia 
Frederic& 26 ,!'russia 
Leo 3 mos. 

Ach, David 47 Peddler France 
Rosanna 47 France 
Rebecca 20 France 
Moses 12 France 

Leopold, Charles* 32 Balter W~rtenberg 
Mary 28 

Wallach, Myer 17 Tailor Maryland 
Hoffstadt, Julius 39 Merchant-tailor Poland 

Fanny 33 France 
Michael 8 Indiana 
Moses 6 Indiana 
Louis 4. Indiana 
Hannah 21 (servant?) 
David 6 mos. Indiana 
Lamar 18 

*Unable to find proof that he was Jewish, he had witnessed the will of Moses 
Aaronson (signed in Hebrew) father of Aaron, Michael, and David Benson. 

Omissions: Ascher and Ellen Hoffstadt, Aaron and David Benson, Elias Hilpp 
and family, Louis and Michael Baer, Abraham Davis, Abraham and 
Michael Harris, Morris Isaac, Jacob Meyer, Henry H. Meyer, 
Solomon H. Solomon, Jacob L. Wallach, wife Barbara and children. 
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flourished for another three years. By the time of 
the organization of Adas Israel in 1853, many Jewish 
residents had already left to seek their fortune 
elsewhere. In 1855 when the congregation obtained 
a synagogue and purchased grounds for a cemetery ; 
and the school employed a teacher and opened some 
months later, individual members had been living 
in Madison from six to nine years and had become 
established in the business community. In general, 
persons adequately providing for their families find 
no reason to leave. Some Jewish families still lived 
in the town on the eve of the Civil War. Unfor
tunately, local histories deal with the successful 
individuals who become the le.aders in the synagogue 
and in the community and emphasize the accom
plishments of the rabbis because of the availability 
of this type of information. Due to the small size 
of this community, few religious leaders remained 
long enough to have an impact on the community, 
and most of the information has been obtained from 
the newspaper, city directories, U. S. Census, and 
death records in lieu of non-existing official records. 

The Madison history tells the story of success
ful Jewish businessmen in a small midwest town in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. Not all 
of those residing in Madison in 1860 had become 
prosperous, but those identified in the directory 
or U. S. Census at that time included: Isaac Moses, 
Joseph Frank, George Hilpp, Aaron Marks, Samuel 
Michael (Michael Benson), Jacob Davis, Henry 
Hoffstadt, Max Kronenberger, Raphael Sulzer, 
Simon Moses, Jacob Schlesinger, Saul Moses, Levi 
Moses, David Ach, Charles Leopold, Julius Hoff
stadt, Elias Hilpp, Michael Baer, Louis Baer, Aaron 
Benson, Samuel Elasky, Jacob Frank, Lehman 
Kronenberger, David Benson, Myer Wallach, Asher 
Hoffstadt, and Lamar Hoffstadt. 

This first generation had firmly planted seeds 
for a permanent community in which to rear children 
in the Judaic faith of their fathers. 
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"AMERICAN JEWISH HISTORY, SOME 
CONTRARY VIEWS" 

presented to 
The Indiana Jewish Historical Society 
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28 October 1990 

by 
Martin D. Schwartz 

Early American Jewish history is limited. The 
number of Jews in this country during the Colonial 
period and after 1787 was relatively small. Their 
history is one of their private lives,- -their suc
cesses, failures, and struggles to maintain religious 
and cultural identity in an alien environment. 

However, that has been the Jewish experience 
since the destruction of the second Temple in the 
year 70 of the common era. During the subsequent 
1800 centuries, some Jewish communities through
out the world flourished, while others suffered 
terrible times. Flight from persecution and fear of 
oppression was endemic. 

In many places Jews were welcomed by local 
rulers at first. Then in other times they became 
scapegoats for whatever social and political turmoil 
erupted in previously friendly environments. 

So the story of Jews moving from sanctuary 
to trouble and again seeking new sanctuaries is 
repeated innumerable times throughout two millennia . 

.The discovery of the New World--in exactly 
the same year Jews were expelled from a "golden age" 
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on the Spanish Peninsula- -opened new vistas for the 
entire Western World. Jews also saw them. In 
the 15th and 16th centuries, some had settled in 
parts of the Spanish and Portuguese American em
pires and by the 17th century began to drift to 
Colonial North America. 

However, American Jewish history cannot be 
understood without its uniquely American element,-
beginning with those religious attitudes in the 
English colonies which were reassuring to Jews. 

The first British colonists in Massachusetts 
were Puritans who regarded themselves as Old 
Testament Israelites suffering under the Pharaohs 
of Egypt. Many had come to the New World for 
religious freedom in a land unfettered by absolute 
rulers where they could express their religious 
feelings and seek the "City on a Hill,"- -the Promised 
Land. The early Puritan churches, and later the 
colonial Congregational churches, were effectively 
political institutions where the word of God and 
politics were often intertwined. 

In his new book, Faces of Revolution, Bernard 
Bailyn, professor of history at Harvard, writes 
about some of these preachers whose sermons were 
ostensibly biblical but were actually political po
lemics. For example, he paraphrases a sermon 
delivered in 1765. 

The king (of England) is Phar
aoh. So "there arose a new king 
over Egypt, which knew not Joseph"-
that is to say, who was "willfully ignorant 
or very ungratefully forgetful, of the 
eminent services done to the nation by 
the Jews". . . . ungrateful and forgetful 
"of the good services the colonists have 
done for Great Britain". . . . --though 
Britain knew not Joseph. 

The sermon continues, identifying the colonists 
with the ancient Israelites. According to Bailyn, 
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it shows how the "force of religious ideas trans
formed political arguments into a revolutionary 
creed. 

A new world order emerged with the onset of 
the American Revolution. Personal freedom, civic 
responsibility, the will of the people and many other 
ideas we take for granted today were germinating. 

· They became the ethos of the American dream and 
the moral force which people all over the world 
sensed was changing the direction of history. 

How Jews responded and contributed to that 
great moral force unleashed by the American Revo
lution is the essence of American Jewish history. 

In the same decade this country was founded, 
the French Revolution erupted. Its successes, 
horrors, and results are still debated after two 
centuries. That revolution followed by Napoleon's 
triumphs created a new European order. Jews lib
erated by Napoleonic conquests suddenly were 
de jure citizens of places where they resided. They 
became bewildered beneficiaries of "the Enlighten
ment." That fact created a conflict of identity 
among Jews which still continues- -the conflict 
between secular choices and religious demands. In 
Freudian terms, it is an identity crisis. 

Most of us continue to suffer from it con sci
ously or subconsciously. We identify completely 
with the American dream and yet as we move away 
from the social and cultural demands of religious 
identity, there is a residual element in many of us 
which reaches out to our Jewishness. Tragically, 
many of us know very little about J ewishness or 
Judaism so, in many cases, what is left is little more 
than historical memory or myth. 

Myth -- not fantasy - - is the true story of the 
past. The late Moses I. Finley, an American Jew, 
hounded from this country during the McCarthy era , 
made his great reputation · as a classic scholar in 
England. 

Finley talks about history as myth. . - . : 
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The atmosphere in which the fathers of 
history set to work was saturated with 
myth. Without myth, indeed they could 
never have begun their work. The past 
is an intractable, incomprehensible mass 
of uncounted and uncountable data. It 
can be rendered intelligible only if some 
selection is made, around some fo
cus. . . . Long before anyone dreamed 
of history, myth gave an answer. That 
was its function or rather one of its 
functions; to make the past intelligible 
and meaningful by selection, by focus
ing on a few bits of the past which there
by acquired permanence, revelance, and 
universal significance. 

The late John Clive, an historian of 18th and 
19th century English politics and long-time Harvard 
professor, was a Jew born in Germany just before 
the Nazis arrived. He interprets the historian's 
craft from a slightly different perspective. 

Clive says: 

I happen to believe that the use of the 
past is a very personal matter; almost, 
. . . like the use of a toothbrush. For 
the historian, as for everyone else, it is 
bound to involve one's own past; one's 
professional preoccupations; and one's 
predilections, be they loves or hatreds, 
likes or dislikes, opinions or prejudices. 

Let us then explore the views of four modern 
thinkers who have recently published books on this 
American Jewish experience. They range from the 
highly optimistic assessment of Charles E. Silberman 
in his book A Certain People to the pessimistic views 
of Arthur Hertzberg, in The Jews in America sub
titled "Four Centuries of an Uneasy Encounter." 
Between their somewhat polar positions is Leonard 
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Fein's Where are We?, The Inner Life of America's 
Jews and Steven M. Cohen's American Modernity 
and Jewish Identity, a sociological study of American 
Jewry. 

Silberman believes American society has chang
ed greatly since the end of World War II and parti
cularly since the 1960s when it: 

has broken open to Jews, as well as to 
members of other ethnic and religious 
groups, in ways that were not expected 
a generation ago. 

Change has been so rapid, in fact, 
that American Jews in their twenties 
and thirties inhabit a completely different 
world from that in which their parents 
grew up. 

Silberman's description of Jewish life in this country 
between the World Wars exactly parallels my personal 
experience and perhaps some of yours. Career 
opportunities, education, social and cultural organi
zations and even housing were not generally open 
to Jews. Obviously, some individual cases proved 
otherwise, but the majority of Jews in America lived 
under limitations. In Muncie, housing restrictions 
for Jews existed well into the 1960s. 

But, says Silberman, 

the position of Jews in American 
society has changed so dramatically, 
and with such bewildering speed, that 
American Jews are confused about who 
they are and anxious about how they fit 
into the society. . . . 

He then states categorically that: 

America really is different in kind, not 
just in degree--from any other society in 
which Jews have lived. 
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He takes comfort in the argument that anti-semitism 
has never been an instrument of governmental policy 
and denies any likelihood of reversion in American 
society to previous outbursts of nativism. 

He argues that Judaism is not seriously threat
ened by the openness in American society, but 
admits that: 

an open society makes it easier for Jews 
to abandon their J ewishness. 

In the past he says: 

young Jews often rebelled against . .their 
J ewishness, and a considerable number 
sought to abandon it in the hope of 
gaining acceptance in the non-Jewish 
world. Today, by contrast, young Jews 
are comfortable with their J ewishness, 
whether they express it in religious or 
secular terms. (I question that! ) Those 
who stop identifying themselves as Jews 
do so out of indifference rather than re
bellion, and many of them reclaim their 
Jewishness when their children are born. 

Essentially, Silberman says, he is writing about 
American pluralism and all that implies for Jews as 
well as other religio.1s and ethnic groups. 

He agrees that as Jewish numbers increased 
in America, restrictions against them becoming full
fledged members of American society also increased. 
He explains how individual Jews in America were 
prevented from moving into the professions, into 
certain businesses, or into other socially important 
institutions. He does not blink at the amount of 
self-hatred and anger this engendered. Here he 
quotes Heinrich Heine's famous remark that "Judaism 
is not a religion, it is a misfortune." 

He then details the rise of individual Jews since 
the 1960s in all areas of American life, particularly 
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where Jews had been excluded previously. He cites 
Irving Shapiro, former President of the Dupont 
Corporation, Henry Kissinger and Henry Rosovsky, 
former (and presently acting) Dean of Harvard 
College, who have achieved great prominence in 
areas of American life previously unavailable to 
Jews. 

To understand the transformation 
and the position of Jews in American 
society, we cannot look only at what has 
happened to Jews; the break-throughs 
they have achieved are simply one mani
festation of far larger change. Since 
the end of World War II and at an ac
celerating pace since 1960, the United 
States has become an increasingly open, 
pluralistic, and meritocratic society, in 
which position depends on what one can 
do rather than what one is; and Jews 
are far from being the only beneficiaries. 

Politics is the other area that has opened up to 
Jews since the 1960s. 

Silberman reviews instances of anti-semitism 
in the last twenty or thirty years. He does not 
argue that they are insignificant or should be 
ignored but that their lasting effect has been 
minimal. He is convinced that American society re
jects extremism of any kind when it is pushed to 
what the American people consider illogical ends. 
For that reason, he sees only a bright future for 
American Jews and their continued involvement 
with main ·stream economic, cultural and political 
activities. 

Silberman's view contrasts with the pessimism 
of Arthur Hertzberg who argues that American 
Jewish history is also the story of the Jewish poor 
of Europe, of their unique success in America, and 
of the . new J ewishness they created here. 

While it is true, Hertzberg says, that many of 
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the Jews who immigrated to this country in the early 
part of this century were pushed out of Europe by 
anti-semitism, poverty was even a more significant 
impetus. There was simply no place in Europe 
where poor Jews could exist with any kind of cer
tainty. In 1906, the year when some two hundred 
thousand Jews , more than ever before or since, came 
to the United States, only fifty listed themselves as 
professionals. He concludes that: 

the intellectual and religious traditions 
of American Jewry thus have shallow 
roots. 

Those Jews in Europe who had more economic re
sources were better able to fend for themselves and 
.had little reason to leave until the Nazi period. 

Hertzberg writes a conventional type of linear 
history. He begins with the first Jews in New Am
sterdam in 1654 and continues through the present. 
Obviously, the story of American Jews up until 
World War I was one of immigration; of blending into 
the new society; and of constant fragmenting into 
various kinds of interest groups. Religious differ
ences were only one kind of fragmentation. Economic 
status, professional and intellectual activity all 
colored American Jewish history. Some "made it", 
others did not. 

Hertzberg points out some myths of American 
Jewish history that many of us have absorbed in a 
somewhat defensive way to explain how American 
we really are, and how much Jews contributed 
to the development of this country. None of this 
is. The importance of some of these stories is where 
myth lies. Mostly they revolve around personalities 
like Hyam Solomon, Mordicai Noah, Rebecca Gratz, 
etc. ; their overall significance in American history 
may be overstated but they were positive forces in 
that history which is comforting to Jews. 

Hertzberg points out that in the early 19th cen
tury most Jews were native born. Then, Jews had 
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little trouble entering the American economy. The 
country was growing. Despite . . . the war of 
1812, and the economic panic of 1819, the first three 
decades of the 19th century were heady times. 
Individual Jews became prominent in urban societies. 
But while many maintained their religious identities 
and affiliations, from the 1820s on there was a marked 
falling off of interest in things Jewish. Intermar
riage in the most prominent families was a common 
occurrence. 

The so-called "German Jews" began coming in 
large numbers by the middle of the 19th century 
and many cultivated the myth that they had been 
revolutionaries in Europe in 1.848. Hertzberg says 
that claim has no basis in reality. 

The most assiduous antiquarian research 
has turned up fewer than twenty names 
of Jewish immigrants to the United States 
who had anything to do with the liberal 
revolutions. The typical migrant of those 
days came from the family of a Bavarian 
cattle-dealer or peddler. He was usually 
a younger son who could find nothing 
to do in an impoverished region which 
was becoming over-populated. Moreover 
in the middle years of the 19th century, 
the better-off European Jews were not 
leaving the small towns and villages in 
which they had lived for generations 
to immigrate to America. Enterprising 
people with some capital could move closer 
to home, to Berlin, Prague, or Vienna to 
make their fortunes. As before, in Co
lonial times, the Jews who left for North 
America in the middle of the 19th century 
were the poorest, and the least educated. 

It was equally mythic that these 
"German Jews" were all from Germany. 
Many came from other places in central 
Europe. . . • And yet even though 
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America was enormously attractive in 
the years before the Civil War--it was 
the country of cheap land and new 
cities--it did not evoke mass migration 
from all over Jewish Europe . ... 

The bulk of the Jewish population of France lived in 
Alsace and Lorranie, but they did not migrate in any 
numbers to the United States. However, the first 
Jews who settled in Muncie were from Alsace. We 
have some record of them · with their names and 
vocations. 

In the half century after the Civil War 35 million 
people immigrated to this country. Two million of 
these were Jews. Hertzberg argues that the impetus 
for this new wave was not the flight from anti
semitism. "The dominant cause of mass migration 
was poverty" in Central and Eastern Europe. In 
Russia middle class Jews managed to find ways of 
establishing themselves reasonably well; it was the 
peddlers and the tailors who left for America: 

America gave the "Russian Jews" the 
chance to rise from the class in which 
they originated, but it was much better 
to imagine that one's grandparents were 
already part of the "better people" in 
Russia and that America was a haven of 
refuge from anti-semitism. This myth 
implies that those who arrived were the 
bearers of a high intellectual and cul
tural tradition. The truth is starker, 
and more heroic. The Jews from Russia 
arrived in the United States penniless 
and largely uneducated even in Judaism; 
they rose, in less than two generations, 
to the very apex of American life. 

He says that : 

... at least on the surface, the folk 

57 



religion of the immigrant Jewish masses 
from eastern Europe was an amalgam of 
group feeling, some religious observance, 
and the cumulative anger of the poor at 
the European Jewish elite. 

He describes the development of American 
Jewry into many kinds of Jewrys always on the 
basis of their social and economic interests and 
only marginally in terms of their religious interests. 

Hertzberg discusses the Depression and the 
attitude of many toward President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, "the benevolent king of the Jews." The 
root of the attitude toward Roosevelt was deep in 
centuries of Jewish experience. As an endangered 
and often reviled minority, Jews had depended on 
"benevolent kings" to protect them. In many socie
ties, both in Christian Europe and in the Muslim 
Middle East, Jews had been the kingts seers, busi
nessmen, physicians and advisors, men who de
pended on the king's favor. They were on his side 
against noblemen, merchant guilds, and peasants, 
who generally did not want to pay taxes or to 
support the king's wars. To be sure, the king was 
often not as well disposed to the Jews as they wanted 
to believe. On occasion, he simply milked them for 
money and then · expelled them from his domain. . . . 

During Roosevelt's first term, as he became 
"their protector" in America, the Jews reenacted 
this ancient psychodrama. . . . 

The experience of American Jews with Roosevelt 
was paradoxical. It was only after his death ... 
they realized he had taught them a deep truth about 
America: it is power that really counts, and they 
did not have enough. Rooaevelt paid his political 
and emotional debts to Jews by opening doors in 
government and in the economy--and they were 
deeply grateful. But, during the Holocaust, Jews 
had not been powerful enough ... to make the 
President and Congress respond to their Jewish pain. 

Both Silberman and Hertzberg look back on 
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the 1960s as a high water mark in the American 
Jewish experience. Both note the continuing erup
tion of anti-semitism but agree that during the 1960s 
its effects were minimal. Hertzberg says that: 

in the mid 1960s, most American Jews 
wanted to stop the clock. The dreams 
of their immigrant ancestors had been 
realized;anti-semitism no longer troubled 
their business careers, and their children 
were going to the best colleges. 

But here the two writers diverge. Silberman 
thinks this happy development has continued through 
the 1980s; Hertzberg disagrees. The thread of 
pessimism throughout Hertzberg's thinking about 
the future of the American Jewish community is tied 
·to the lack of religious commitment in most American 
Jews. It is interesting that this call to spiritual 
values echoes many sources outside the Jewish com
munity of America. Hertzberg, the Dartmouth in
tellectual, is also a Rabbi. He is disturbed by the 
confusion in Jews between their ethnicity and some 
sort of religious identification. He concludes that: 

American Jews may be the descendents 
of not very learned, poor immigrants, 
but they are Jews, and thus they know 
that being Jewish is indesolubly con
nected to moral responsibility and to 
the inner life of the spirit. Tevye in 
all his quaintness had not read much 
Bible, and he misquotes wildly, but it 
re-echoed within him, and the memory 
of that memory is present among his 
descendents. They still worry about 
the poor, and they still think that they 
are "chosen", perhaps to suffer. The 
embers of the classic Jewish faith still 
smolder, but may be dying among main
stream American Jews. The rational 
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evidence is that these Jews will e,:ontinue, 
with growing unhappiness to bet their 
futures as Jews on what they . know, 
their ethnic togetherness. But Jewish 
experience through the centuries has 
often been surprising and unpredictable. 
The need for and the possibility of a 
spiritual revival are clear. If it does 
not happen, American Jewish history 
will soon end, and become a part of 
American memory as a whole. 

The title of Leonard Fein's book, Where Are 
We?, repea~s a question as old as the Jewish people. 
He agrees with Silberman and Hertzberg on the 
general facts of Jewish immigration and life in 
America. But he asks the provocative question; 
What does it mean to be a Jew in America? 

The special quality of the Jewish 
"American dilemma" as it unfolded over 
time lay in . • . the permeability of 
America's social boundaries, the con
sonants of American symbols in rhetoric 
with Jewish symbols in rhetoric. 

Fein asks the seminal questions we all ask. 
What is there about being Jewish that is particularly 
compelling? Is it of some value to be identified as 
a Jew? Are the disabilities and discomforts of being 
a Jew in a non-Jewish world worth the effort? If 
the answer to all these is negative, why stay Jewish? 
Fein then lists certain things that keep us Jewish, 
for example; inertia, a distinctive culture, religious 
belief, language, interest, stiff-neckedness. 

He notes the conflict most American Jews have 
felt between religion and ethnicity. He says; 

the Jews, sensitive to America's biases, 
themselves confused regarding the con
temporary meaningofpeoplehood, sought 
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to emphasize their status as a religion, 
to down play their status as an ethnic 
group. They did this not because of 
their religious fervor or certainty--in 
fact, there was little fervor, still less 
certainty--but because it seemed better 
to suit the American circumstance. 

Fein articulates a problem with which I have 
personally wrestled for over forty years; the Holo
caust and the establishment of Israel as the salient 
events for American Jewish life since World War II. 
Both are historical facts,-- but are they primary 
reasons to identify with Judaism? What are the 
spiritual and moral dimension of these two moment
ous events? Are they the only glue that holds 
modern American Jewry together? In the last few 

·years, two things have happened which caused 
many Jews to think differently about both these 
events. Survivors of the Holocaust have begun to 
talk more about the realities of the experience even 
as their numbers diminish. And the euphoria about 
Israel and its military prowess has begun to fade. 
We begin to see survivors of the Holocaust and 
Israelis as ordinary people like the rest of us. If 
we share such humanity, what is so special about 
our being Jews except as perennial victims? 

In a sense, Fein confirms Silberman's optimism 
about the future of Jews in America. He does not 
deny the existence of anti-semitism and the Jewish 
fears of it, but he says that the American Jewish 
experience does not rest on a foundation of anti
semitism. 

Here, the fears do not come to sum
marize the realities; they come, instead, 
to sustain the notion that the Jews are 
special. They enhance the drama, they 
feed their survivalists obsession, they 
establish our inter-dependence by di
viding the world "us" and "them. " 
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Most of all, they tell us that we are still worthy, 
for we remain, after all and even here, the hunted-
"they", of course, remain the hunters. 

He then discusses Max Weber's "theodicy of 
disprivilege"--the ways in which people come to 
explain their lower status. For many centuries, 
Jews were expert at that kind of theodicy, teaching 
and writing and learning that those rejected by man 
were chosen by God, that their suffering itself was 
sufficient evidence of their virtue. 

Therefore, Fein, says, 

We dare not let go our fears, for 
they confirm our peoplehood, our elec;
tion, our virtue--ultimately, our mean
ing. And were we to let go of them. 
what would become of us, what would 
be left for us? Fein also agrees with 
Silberman that religious ritual has a 
tenacity of its own in Jewish life. 

Identity, survival, and reality. 
These are the issues we all face. 

What we've just discussed deals with American 
Jews in general. We tend to respond to such sweep
ing observations in terms of our own experiences 
and either affirm · or deny the generalizations based 
on what we know personally. Steven Cohen comes 
closer than the other three in addressing the issues 
of living as American Jews. He contrasts what we 
call "tradition" with modernity. He describes a 
traditional society as different from a modern one 
in its number of small towns and rural villages or 
enclaves. 

Many traditional people were born, grew 
up, married, and died in just a few lo
calities or single areas. Jews, though 
generally more migratory than their 
contemporaries, still experienced the 
qualities of life in face-to-face, intimate 
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communities, in particular, the high per
sonalization of what today would be 
impersonal interactions. 

For example, a purchase from a local merchant would 
be more than an exchange of money and goods ; it 
was a social encounter. The image of the country 
store as a social meeting place is conjured up there. 

People living in close proximity know a great 
deal about each other, their families, their problems 
and attitudes. The so called public and private 
spheres were usually one. 

Traditional societies placed great emphasis on 
religious symbols and institutions. Religion was a 
way of identifying one's self and was made visible 
by dress or language, and of course religious sym
bols and myths were an important part of such 

·cultures. The tradition of Jewish exclusiveness 
was as much a part of its tradition as it was of 
Christian society. It actually existed from the time 
of Constantine till the Enlightenment. Jews were 
separated from Gentiles as much by religion as 
politically, legally, and economically. The modern 
idea of individualism, of individual rights, decision 
making and doing one's "own thing" was as alien to 
traditional Jewish society as it was to Christian and 
Muslim societies. The idea of secularism, a new 
feature of western societies, enabled Jews to move 
into areas previously closed to them. "It also meant 
that many components of their traditional identity 
and community could not persist." 

The radical idea of separating church and state, 
a cornerstone of our American Constitution, was 
such a reverse from traditional concepts that Jews 
also had difficulty in accepting this new reality. 
On~ natural result of this separation of church and 
state has been that all groups have been able to 
integrate into the total American society; but the 
problem for Jews was and is to balance the compet
ing impulse of integrating into America while sur
viving as Jews. To do so, they have invented new 
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modes of Jewish identity and community~ Cohen 
describes American Jewish response to modernity as 
breaking down into five major trends (or social 
movements, idealogies) in American Jewish life. 
These are religious movements; broadly Reform 
Orthodox and Conservative.. Two others, liberalism 
and pro- Israelism are basically political. As a so
ciologist, Cohen identifies trends in Jewish life in 
various American communities mostly in the larger 
cities. He notes specific trends in Jewish attitudes 
between generations and from one decade to the 
next. He then identifies the involvement of Jews in 
social, political, economic and other groups as part 
of the total life of America. Cohen summarizes his 
extensive research by assessing the impact of moder
nity on Jewish identification. He concludes that 
the trends point neither to rapid assimilation nor 
sustained group continuity. 

Cohen makes it clear that his investigation into 
American Jewish life focuses on what he calls the 
masses rather than the elites. This puts him 
squarely in the camp of the great Fernand Braude! 
and the Annales School which has changed the direc
tion of much historical research by focusing on the 
lives of ordinary people, not just those of important, 
powerful individuals in older societies. Most of us 
feel we are ordinary people, and our interest in 
Jewish history and survival maybe only a manifes
tation of hope and wishful thinking. In fact , that 
may be the underlying reason we are still in exis
tence as a people today. 

As Cohen concludes, . . . 

Modern Jews have been remarkably 
creative in innovating numerous ap
proaches to public and private Jewish 
life and have done so with a reasonable 
overall level of success thus far. Inevi
table changes in the larger society and 
in many of Jews' fundamental social 
characteristics will continue to test and 
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challenge Jewish religious and ethnic 
ingenuity. 

History is an art , not a science . It is a record , 
however flawed, of human activity and the effort of 
other humans to interpret and understand what 
happened in the past . What I have said is just such 
an attempt. None of the four authors discussed 
here prognosticates the future of Jews in America 
with conviction. Each merely suggests po_ssible 
outcomes for a viable American Jewish continuity. 

Some recent demographic studies predict a 
drastic reduction of that community in the next half 
century. I reject such dire prediction,- -not be
cause I am unwilling to face reality but because I 
see another scenario which is just as real. Jews 
have adapted to every kind of adversity to which 

·any people have been subjected. From slavery in 
Egypt, to the Babylonian exile, to the destruction 
of their homeland and dispersion by the Romans. 
They have lived through and beyond the Crusades, 
the Inquisition and, yes, even the Holocaust. Other 
peoples subjected to similar experiences have ceased 
to exist. For Jews, a "saving remnant" has event
ually created a new J ewishness, arising like the 
Phoenix of Greek mythology, from the ashes of 
the old by adapting memory of the old ways to the 
realities of new environments. When the Temple 
was destroyed, rabbinic Judaism emerged to create 
new forms of worship and tradition. With the ex
pulsion from Spain and Portugal, new enclaves 
were established throughout Europe and around the 
Mediterranean. Even the most horrible event in 
Jewish history, the Holocaust, has not expunged 
vibrant Jewish life from the face of the earth. In 
Israel and the United States, new forms of Jewish 
life and expression have added a variety of ways 
in which Jews adapt to the realities of an ever
threatening world. In both the synagogue and the 
secular world there are new ways of looking at old 
things. 
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Israel has reversed the myth of the Jew as 
victim. More open societies are reflected in more 
open Jewish societies. As women have entered into 
all phases of the secular world so have they become 
rabbis, professionals in every field and yes, even 
combat soldiers. Jewish learning has expanded 
beyond the seminary and yeshiva into the univer
sity. There is hardly an academic or general pub
lisher in this country or Britain or of course, Israel, 
that does not produce an ever-expanding list of 
books on Jewish subjects. Obviously they supply 
an ever-expanding market. 

When I was in high school I considered my 
J ewishness a misfortune, like Heinrich Heine, a 
sort of toothache to be endured. But it was part 
of me and I affirmed it openly but without much 
internal conviction. As I grew older, my curiosity 
about this J ewishness, this "otherness' , thi~ "af
fliction" led me to learn more about it. In the 
process I came to embrace Judaism and Jewishness 
with a fervor which has never left me. It is the 
most humane, moral and sensitively caring religion, 
philosophy or tradition of which I am aware. Its 
history is as thrilling and uplifting as it is grievous 
at times. It speaks to all people in the world with 
a gentle . candor. that . uplifts the soul . and makes :the 
spirit soar. 

For that reason ·alone, Jews as an identifiable 
congregation, will survive in America. They may 
be only a saving remnant but the importance of 
what they save will forever be of value to the world 
just as it has been for almost 4, 000 years. 
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The Indiana Jewish Historical Society was founded 
in 1972 to collect, preserve, and publish material 
dealing with the two hundred years of Jewish life 
in Indiana. Whatever illuminates the Jewish ex
perience in Indiana is of interest, concern, and 
value. It is our aim to gather, preserve, and eval
uate the records of synagogues, temples, and socie
ties as well as personal papers, diaries, memoirs, 
governmental documents, newspaper and magazine 
articles, photographs, even burial and cemetery 
records. 

Another goal of the IJHS is to provide data hitherto 
not available to historians, scholars, and authors, 
thus helping to fill the void that exists in pro
viding Protestant, Catholic, and other scholars 
an awareness of the role played by Jews and Jewish 
communities in the creation of the religious climate 
in Indiana. 

The Indiana Jewish Historical Society has an archive 
collection of more than five thousand items. In ad
dition to past records, the society is also interested 
in obtaining current records, for such records will 
be history for coming generations. In many 
instances, the society will make photostatic copies 
and return original copies. 

The IJHS is a tax exempt membership organization. 
Its elected officers and board members live in 
fourteen Indiana cities. 

WE CORDIALLY 
INVITE YOUR 

COOPERATION 

THE INDIANA JEWISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY, INC. 
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