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The Jews of 1776
BY EZRA DAVIDSON

(Editor’s Note: On this July 4th, as America celebrates

the anniversary of its independence, American Jews may well

recall the contribution their forefathers made to that freedom.)

By this time, certain facts about the participation of the

Jews in the War of the Revolution are well known. But the

fidelity of the Jew’s to the future of the Colonies did not begin

then. Read this study of how Jews helped build the nucleus of

these United States.

Almost anyone can tell you about Haym Salomon.
People have even started to debunk him, and to say that
those references made to his generosity in James Madison’s
letters were not as important as we like to think. Many
people, too, know that there were forty men in Washing-
ton’s army who were Jews, and that forty is a large num-
ber for the small army that fought and won the war a-
gainst England.

Bue when the Jews who lived
in the colonies in 1776 chose —for
the most part—to stand by the
struggle of the young republic a-
gainst the old monarchy, they
were not a group of newcomers
casting their lot with a new pro-
gram. They had grown up with
the program. They felt them-
selves an integral part of the new
civilization.

How mu<’h Jews had helped
form the colonies during the years
preceding the Revolution is not
yet entirely known. Even today
there are documents in Washing-
ton which are just being evaluat-
ed, and which indicate that new
facts willeventually emerge show-
ing the co-operation the Jews ren-
dered in the development of cer-
tain focal points of growth.
REVELATIONS IN AMHERST

PAPERS
Several years ago the Amherst

Papers brought out other such

i

facts. The Amherst Papers are
the official correspondence of Sir
Jeffrey Amherst, Commonder-in-
Chief of the forces in North Amer-
ica. They cover the years from
1758 to 1763—great years in pre-

jRevolutionary history. The Seven
Years’ War was being fought, and
in the western hemisphere this
meant that French influence was
being overcome, and the colonies
were being made ready for the
major battle ahead. It was the
period of Indian uprisings, too,

and final conquest of the Indian
difficulty again freed the colonies
for future action.

There are 260 volumes in the
Amherst collection, covering every
phase of colonial rule. In 36 vol-
umes Jews are mentioned, and
they are often talked about at
length. Their activity in com-
mercial, military and political life
is recorded.

It seems that even before the
Revolution Jews already had
reached some political position in
the more liberal colonies. There
is reference, for example, to
Abraham Gold, who w'as a con-
stable in Fairfield, Connecticut.

Other references show that
Jews were active in military un-
dertakings against both the In-
dians and the French. One Ab-
raham was a soldier in Kentucky
in 1759. He was taken prisoner
by the Indians. A Lieutenant

' Joseph Levy is talked about.

1 Pennsylvania had Captain Elias

i Meyer, who was entrusted with
many military missions of conse-
quence. An assignment that had
to do with the provisioning of the
army took him as far west as De-
troit, through dangerous frontier
territory. He was made a cap-
tain in 1762, after 13 years as a
lieutenant. An officer named Hy-
man is also mentioned.

Yet it was as merchants, ship-
owners and purveyors that Jews
probably contributed most to the
growth of the colonies. As mer-
chants traveling fearlessly into
the Indian lands they helped build
up the British trade. Fur trad-
ing w fas the basis of commerce at
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this period. It meant negotia-
tions with the Indians, it meant
braving unprotected woodlands
for greater opportunity. One Jew
lost his life that way—Levy A.
Levy, who was a partner of Jo-
seph Simon, one of the Pennsyl-
vania pioneers. Levy was killed
during the Pontiac uprising in the
middle of the 18th century. Men
engaged in the fur and other fron-
tier trades included Hyman Mey-
ers, Gershon Levy, the Gratzes,
the Ettings and the Franks.

Further north Samuel Jacobs of
Quebec was a leading shipowner,
and thereby a leader in the trans-
oceanic trade that bound the col-
onies with the mother country.
An Abrams, who lived in Niag-
ara, and a Levy, who lived in Mon-
treal, became partners and car-
ried an important trade negotia-
tions in the northeastern terri-
tories.

TRADERS WITH INDIANS
The basis provided by these en-

terprising men cannot be over-
estimated. That they were men-
tioned so often in official records
of the period shows how closely
they were bound to the expansion
movements of England. Later,
during the Revolution, the unity
so forged was put at the service
of the Colonial Army. Trade ex-
perience gleaned from dealings
with the Indians was used to get
provisions for Washington’s troops,
and earnings acquired during the
colonial years were willingly de-
voted to credit for the Revolution-
ary armies. There was no doubt
and no dismay. And when men
like David Franks chose England
for their cause, they did it with
the same whole-heartedness which
marked those who clung to the
dreams of the republicans. It is
interesting to note, however, that
Franks returned to Philadelphia
after the end of the war and lived
there the rest of his life.

The offering of the Jews to the
crucible which eventually formed
the new republic belongs side by
side with the primary offering of
their inheritance For, in away
which is remote from our non-
Biblical type of writing and think-
ing, it was the Bible which pour-
ed spirit into the early settlers, in-
to the writers of the Declaration
of Independence, into the hopes of
the disputants at the Constitu-
tional Congress, and into the very
wording of the letters and docu-
ments left by the Fathers of the
Republic. From Roger.. Williams
to George Washington, from
Thomas Paine to Thomas Jeffer-
son, the tone of the Bible domi-
nated. They lived by its precepts

and thought by its rules.
In the 165 years that have pass-

ed since then, the events of the
Revolution have formed a link in
a chain of human achievements.
First came the landing of the first
wanderers, then the establishment
of relations with the natives, then
the gradual concentration of
ownership until England alone re-
mained in control of the Eastern
seaboard and the territory imme-
diately west of it.

Now the time was ripe for the
breaking away. But even then
when the new republic was form-
ed, the Government in London
was stirred to new awareness.
Out of the failure to conquer
the American colonists came the
success in governing the countries
that now form the British Com-
monwealth. Without the lesson
of 1776 that structure would not
exist today, any more than our
own United States.

If there were no Jews on the
Mayflower, there were some on
Columbus’ .ships—including Colum-
bus himself. The Jews of 1776
reach backwards and forwards,
from the first venture westward
to our own fused horizons. They
belonged then, as we belong now,
to roots.
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