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Introduction:
As the country observes the sesquicentennial of the outset of the 
Civil War, Beth Ahabah Museum and Archives has created 
this special edition of its publication, Generations. In this is-
sue, the Senior Rabbi of Congregation Beth Ahabah examines 
the subject of Jews and slavery. Other articles, written by mem-
bers of Congregation Beth Ahabah, spotlight some outstand-
ing Southern Jews who lived through this painful era: the first 
generally recognized religious leader of Beth Ahabah; a matron 
of Richmond’s Chimborazo Hospital for sick and wounded sol-
diers; a world-famous sculptor who as a youth had graduated 
from the Virginia Military Institute and fought in the battle 
of New Market; and a Confederate Cabinet minister who held 
three Cabinet offices.  
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The Myers family of Richmond was torn apart by the 
war. Isidor fought for the Union while his brothers, Marx 
and Herman, fought for the Confederacy. 
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By Rabbi Martin P. Beifield, Jr.

The year 2011 marks the 150th anniversary of the attack on 
Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor, an event which touched 
off the long, bloody American Civil War.  Taking note of 
the occasion, President Obama issued a presidential procla-
mation urging “all Americans to observe this Sesquicenten-
nial with appropriate programs, ceremonies, and activities 
that honor the legacy of freedom and unity that the Civil 
War bestowed upon our Nation.” 1 Virginia has a state-
wide commission for the sesquicentennial and is the site 
for dozens of events and exhibits commemorating the war. 
Befitting its stature as the capital of the Confederacy, many 
are planned for or in Richmond. One significant program, 
noteworthy for its focus on slavery and race, matters at the 
very heart of the conflict, is called “Race in Richmond,” 
which is chaired by the president of the University of Rich-
mond.

The sesquicentennial is not generating much interest 
among Jews. Perhaps this is because Jews, at the time of the 
Civil War, played a minor role in American society. Jews 
comprised less than one percent of the population and al-
most all were relatively recent immigrants. Unlike today, 
Jews at mid-century, individually and collectively, had prac-
tically no influence or prominence in American society. 
There was not the wide array of national Jewish organiza-
tions which exist now nor were there many figures of na-
tional stature. There were synagogues but few rabbis, none 
of them American educated and trained. As one would 
expect of recent immigrants, mid-nineteenth century Jews 
were mostly concerned with getting by rather than taking 
part in the political and social upheaval surrounding them.  
Most would have had little insight into the context of the 
issues of the day. It is likely that they took their cues from 
their neighbors.2

Perhaps it is because most American Jews trace their lin-
eage to ancestors who arrived in this country after 1880, 
long after the Civil War was over. Only about two hundred 
thousand Jews lived in the United States in 1860. Between 
1880 and 1925, some two million Jews came to the Unit-
ed States, and most American Jews today are descended 
from these immigrants. For them, American Jewish history 
starts with memories of Eastern European shtetls, ports 
of entry, and poverty in the slum neighborhoods of large 
eastern U.S. cities, an amalgam of Fiddler on the Roof, 
Ellis Island, and Hester Street. Only a relative handful of 
American Jews living today had family in America during 

the Civil War.  

That said, we know quite a lot about Jewish life in the Unit-
ed States in the Colonial period, the early national period, 
the antebellum period, and the Civil War. Our knowledge 
comes mostly from newspapers, personal papers, wills, 
court records, congregational minutes, and economic re-
cords. This article will deal with three subjects related to 
the sesquicentennial:  Jewish involvement in the slave-trade 
business; Jewish participation in slave ownership; and the 
views of American rabbis about slavery.

The slave trade is the term given to the inhumane, brutal, 
but lucrative business of capturing Africans, transporting 
them to Europe and the 
Americas, and selling 
them there as slaves. In 
the Americas, the slave 
trade long predates the 
antebellum period and 
the American Revolu-
tion. It was a well-estab-
lished part of American 
life, and not just in the 
South, from the earliest 
days of the Colonial period.   As integral as slavery was to 
the economic life of the thirteen original British colonies, 
it was just as crucial to the economic life of the European 
colonies in the Caribbean. A slave trade existed between 
Africa and the American colonies, between Africa and the 
Caribbean colonies, and, it is important to note, between 
the Caribbean and American colonies.

The first Jews in North America lived in New Amsterdam, 
the Dutch settlement in what would eventually become 
New York City.  Most were refugees from Recife, Brazil, 
when in 1654 that Dutch settlement fell under the con-
trol of the Portuguese.  The Dutch allowed Jews in their 
colonial settlements, the Portuguese did not.  The Jews 
who were expelled from Recife went to New Amsterdam 
because it was Dutch, not because it was American.  Most 
of the Jewish settlers who lived in New Amsterdam and 
later when it became British New York earned their living 
as merchants and shopkeepers.  Since most settlers, and 
settlers who owned slaves,  lived and worked in agricultural 
environments, this meant that proportionately fewer Jews 
owned slaves than did the general population.3  

Jews, Rabbis, and Slavery
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In the early eighteenth century few New York Jews were 
involved in the African slave trade. More were involved 
in the Caribbean trade. This pattern repeated itself in 
other American colonial cities, for example, Newport and 
Charleston where most Jews lived. In fact, the same pattern 
repeated itself in other British colonies in the Caribbean 
like Jamaica and Barbados.4

Much of the slave trade was conducted through large firms 
instead of by individual proprietors.  The big firms owned 
fleets of ships and engaged in large-scale commerce, slaves 
being only one part of their larger commercial enterprises. 
This was especially true of the English. There were Jews 
who invested in these companies but there is no evidence 
that they were looking to make money specifically from or 
because of the slave trade portion of the businesses. It is 
more likely that they were regular investors in large firms 
doing considerable business all across the commercial spec-
trum.5

Since slavery was widespread in the American Colonies, 
slaves were an economic commodity, present in both the 
North and South.  Like many Southerners, and like all 
Southerners with the means to do so, Jews bought and sold 
slaves.  Some bought and sold slaves for individual needs. 
Others did so because they were traders and merchants. 
Being a merchant inevitably meant dealing in slaves, espe-
cially in the South. The largest Jewish slave trading firm 
in the South was the Davis family of Petersburg and Rich-
mond. Few Southern Jewish merchants bought and sold 
slaves exclusively and none of the major Southern slave 
traders were Jews.6 When the total picture of slave trading 
and slave traders is considered,  both in the thirteen Ameri-
can colonies and the Caribbean colonies, at no point were 
many Jews ever involved in the slave trade nor was slave 
trading a major part of any Jewish merchant’s livelihood.7  
Furthermore, there is absolutely no evidence that Jewish 
involvement in the slave trade, as minor as it was, had any 
impact on the slave trade one way or the other.8 

There was a short time in the 1990s 
when this conclusion was under dis-
pute.  One article which found fairly 
wide distribution argued that Jews 
were deeply involved in the slave 
trade. Louis Farrakhan, the leader of 
the Nation of Islam,  elaborated on 
this point in a speech saying not only 
had Jews financed the slave trade but 
also owned seventy-five percent 

of slaves in the South. Both claims are patently false.  His-
torian Henry Louis Gates publicly criticized these argu-
ments, acknowledging that false claims such as these bred 
anti-Semitism among African-Americans. This attempt to 
blame Jews for the slave trade prompted a scholarly re-ex-
amination of the subject by Eli Faber and resulted in a full-
length treatment of Jews and the slave trade, Jews, Slaves, 
and the Slave Trade. Faber, with extensive research into 
primary sources, completely dismantles any argument that 
the Jews played more than a minor role in the slave trade.  
He also asserts that all of the evidence he looked at had 
already been widely known by historians suggesting that 
the effort to build up the connection of Jews to the slave 
trade was, as Gates argued, an effort to fan anti-Semitism 
in the Black community.9  No serious effort to link Jews in 
any substantial way to either the slave trade or slavery itself 
has occurred since. 

Faber’s book mostly covers the Colonial period.  As such it 
complements an earlier article by Bertram W. Korn, “Jews 
and Negro Slavery in the Old South 1789-1865” which Faber 
acknowledges “remains the definitive essay on involvement 
by Jews in slavery in the United States between 1789 and 
1865.” 10  The article appeared in the March 1961 issue of 
the American Jewish Historical Quarterly and was based on 
Korn’s presidential address at the fifty-ninth annual meet-
ing of the American Jewish Historical Society on February 
18, 1961.

Korn observes that “Jews participated in every aspect and 
process of the exploitation of defenseless Blacks.” Jews 
owned slaves in about the same proportion (i.e. 25 percent) 
as the overall population of the South. Jews apprehended 
runaway slaves;  Jewish public officials engaged in legal ac-
tions against slaves; Jews testified against slaves in court; 
Jews inflicted punishment on slaves; and Jews bought and 
sold slaves.  The point Korn was making is that Jews were 
thoroughly a part of their society...“[There was] a pattern of 
almost complete conformity to the slave society of the Old 

South on the part of its Jewish citizens.  They 
participated in the buying, owning, and selling 
of slaves, and the exploitation of their labor, 
along with their neighbors. The behavior of 
Jews towards slaves seems to have been indis-
tinguishable from that of their non-Jewish 
friends.” This description also characterizes 
the opinions of Jews about slavery.

In the popular imagination, slavery is most 
associated with Southern plantation life. As a 
rule, few Jews were planters. Most Southern 
Jews were traders and merchants and lived in 4



urban areas. Slavery of course existed in these areas, too, 
and, Korn writes, Jewish city dwellers, mostly those who 
owned established businesses, had the means, and were 
socially prominent, owned slaves, as their neighbors did. 
There is no evidence that Jews were more humane than 
their neighbors in the way they treated slaves.  In their 
wills, Jews did not free their slaves at a proportion greater 
than their neighbors did. 

Southern Jewish political leaders were all pro-slavery.  Ju-
dah P. Benjamin was the most well-known of them, but 
he was by no means unique. Many Jews served in less 
prominent capacities, especially at the local level, but none 
are known to have opposed slavery.  There was not one 
Southern Jewish abolitionist. Korn writes, “The Southern 
intellectual scene, in the main, was a drab, monochromatic 
landscape of unquestioning adherence to the dominant 
Southern doctrine about slavery…although their role was 
by no means a significant one.”  

Korn’s conclusion about Southern 
Jews and their attitudes towards slav-
ery has been undisputed for over a 
half-century. “Jewish opinions about…
slavery were in no appreciable degree 
different from their non-Jewish neigh-
bors…The significant thing is that 
being Jewish did not play any discern-
able role in the determination of the 
relationship of Jews to slavery.”

It is fair to ask why this was the case. 
One might think that Jews, with their 
roots in the Biblical experience of Egyp-
tian slavery, would have a collective aversion to slavery. 
One might also think that the prophetic call to justice and 
to support for the poor and mistreated in society, so much 
a part of Jewish life today, would have influenced Southern 
Jews to at least have been more humane in their treatment 
of slaves. Southern Jews showed neither. Most American 
Jews were immigrants. They were, Korn points out, a small 
minority in the United States and widely spread through-
out the country. There were few leaders and even fewer 
with national reputations. The social justice ethic which 
underscores contemporary liberal Judaism did not yet ex-
ist. Nor did a push for assimilation and a fear of anti-Sem-
itism yet exist as strong factors in Jewish identity. These, 
too, would come later.  Jews probably formed their opin-
ions about slavery based on their contacts with neighbors 
and business associates, the vast majority of whom were 
not Jewish. Southern Jews supported slavery because their 

neighbors did.  While that might be unsatisfying to our 
contemporary ear, it was probably that simple.

There were only a handful of ordained rabbis in the Unit-
ed States at the time of the Civil War, none of them Ameri-
can born. There were others, some with substantial Jewish 
educations and some amount of Jewish communal experi-
ence, who functioned as rabbis, were called rabbis by the 
congregations they served, and even referred to themselves 
as rabbis. They fell all along the Reform-Orthodox spec-
trum though these distinctions were not yet in common 
use. A better way to understand the views of these leaders 
is that there were rabbis who advocated liberalizing Jewish 
observance and others who resisted changes to traditional 
Jewish observance.  A few rabbis and “rabbis” were at the 
extremes of the spectrum; most were moderate supporters 
of one tendency or the other;  and many moved back and 
forth across an imaginary center line depending upon a 
particular issue. Some rabbis and “rabbis” became well 
respected leaders and were known beyond their congrega-

tions. A few, like Isaac Mayer Wise 
and Isaac Leeser, had national repu-
tations which extended into the non-
Jewish world.

Morris J. Raphall was an ordained Or-
thodox rabbi with “impressive univer-
sity credentials and dazzling oratorical 
skills.” 11  He was Swedish born and 
educated. He had worked in England 
before coming to the United States 
and was proficient in English. In 1849, 
he was given life tenure at B’nai Jeshu-

run in New York and quickly became  a 
well-known and popular rabbinic figure 

in New York and beyond. He was the first Jew to deliver a 
prayer at an opening session of Congress.  Even though 
a committed Orthodox rabbi, Raphall was still a modern-
izer. He wore a clerical gown and insisted on decorum in 
services, a decidedly non-traditionally Orthodox position.12 

Raphall was one of the few American rabbis of any denom-
ination to defend slavery and certainly the most promi-
nent. On January 4, 1861, proclaimed by President James 
Buchanan as a national fast day to promote national unity, 
Raphall delivered a speech at an event in New York titled 
“The Biblical View of Slavery.” Raphall said that there was 
nothing in the Bible which prohibited slavery and that, on 
the contrary, the Bible affirmed the right to own slaves.  
He even said that the Ten Commandments supported 
this right. He challenged abolitionists to provide evidence 
which contradicted him. Pointing out that Abraham, Isaac, 
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Jacob, and Job owned slaves, he said that it was “very little 
short of blasphemy”  to argue that the Bible opposed slav-
ery or considered it a sin. Raphall did concede that South-
ern slavery was worse than slavery in Biblical times but this 
was a minor concession and completely lost in the wide-
spread publicity given to the lecture.

The lecture got lots of attention around the country.  Un-
surprisingly, it was praised by the Richmond Daily Dispatch 
and referred to by Governor Wyndham Robertson in the 
Virginia House of Delegates. It was not well-received in rab-
binic circles for two reasons. First, unlike most Christian 
denominations, Jews did not have a hierarchical structure. 
Rabbis did not want people thinking that Raphall spoke 
for all Jews or represented anybody but himself.  Second, 
several prominent rabbis and Jewish intellectuals spoke 
out because they believed Raphall was wrong. Michael 
Heilprin, a Jewish intellectual of the day called Raphall’s 
lecture “nonsense” and refuted it point by point.  Moses 
Mielziner, a rabbi in Copenhagen and later to be come 
a leading rabbi in the United States, criticized it in his 
doctoral dissertation. Gustav Gottheil, who also became a 
leading rabbi in the United States, criticized it in English.13 

In the United States, the best known and by far the most 
outspoken figure to oppose Raphall was Rabbi David Ein-
horn. Einhorn had an Orthodox upbringing in Germany 
and was a Talmud prodigy. After earning a university de-
gree he broke with Orthodoxy and moved towards the still 
relatively young Reform movement, eventually holding 
such far-left views and becoming so outspoken an advocate 
for radical changes in Jewish observance that he found it 
difficult to keep a job in Europe. In 1855 he moved to the 
United States to become the rabbi at Har Sinai in Balti-
more.14 

At Har Sinai, Einhorn was an outspoken opponent of slav-
ery and an avowed abolitionist. In fact he was the leading 
Jewish abolitionist in the United States, hardly a comfort-
able position for a rabbi in the border and Confederate-
leaning city of Baltimore. He vehemently opposed slavery 
from the bimah and in his newspaper, “Sinai.” He objected 
to Raphall’s literal interpretation of the Bible and pointed 
out other instances, e.g. polygamy, where Jews have reject-
ed practices common in Biblical times. Einhorn connected 
support for slavery with anti-Jewish prejudice arguing that 
freeing slaves would make discrimination against other mi-
norities, including Jews, untenable.  

Einhorn was a controversial figure at Har Sinai even 
without taking his views on slavery into consideration. 
He was not a compromiser. His radical views, the rigidity 
with which he held them, and the manner in which he 
expressed them alienated many of his congregants. After 
several days of pro-secessionist rioting in Baltimore, the au-
thorities told Einhorn he was in danger, and he left the 
city. He was invited to become the Rabbi at Keneseth Israel 
in Philadelphia where he stayed during the Civil War. He 
then moved to New York and served with distinction at 
Congregation Beth-El where he played a leading role in the 
growth and development of Reform Judaism. The leaders 
of Har Sinai were not unhappy that Einhorn moved on.15 

Aside from Raphall and Einhorn, most rabbis were quiet 
about slavery or at least not nearly so outspoken. Most rab-
bis at mid-century tried to avoid contentious political and 
social issues. Many of their congregational positions, and 
therefore their livelihoods, however modest, were fragile. 
The families of many Jews crossed sectional lines and rab-
bis were reluctant to make uncomfortable personal situ-
ations worse by drawing attention to controversial issues 
which split their congregations. In addition, some rabbis 
published newspapers with both Union and Confederate 
subscribers and they were loathe to risk losing their cus-
tomers.

Isaac Leeser, spiritual leader of Mikveh Israel in Philadel-
phia, but with a national Jewish reputation, and Isaac May-
er Wise, a leading Reformer and probably the most promi-
nent rabbi, if not Jew, in the United States, were typical 
in this regard.  Both had personal feelings about slavery – 
Leeser apparently agreed with Raphall 
and Wise opposed him – but they 
were circumspect in the way they 
expressed themselves. Wise, 
apparently, while personally 
opposing slavery, would have 
lived with it if it meant keep-
ing the country unified.16 

Southern rabbis, including 
Richmond’s George Jacobs 
and Maximilian Michelbacher, 
tended to be strong supporters of 
the Confederacy. They also minis-
tered to the needs of Confederate 
soldiers whenever the opportunity 
arose. Their congregations supported them in these en-
deavors.17  Michelbacher wrote a prayer for Confederate 
soldiers which used Jewish imagery to support the Confed-
erate cause.

Isaac Leeser
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…A menacing enemy is arrayed against the 
rights, liberties, and freedom of this, our 
Confederacy….Be unto the army of this 
Confederacy, as Thou wert of old, unto us, 
thy chosen people….Strike for them, 
O Almighty God, as thou didst strike 
for thy people on the plains of Canaan 
guide them, O Lord of Battles, into the
paths of victory. 18 

Like their members and Jews everywhere in the country, 
rabbis tended to reflect the views of the section in which 
they lived. They took sides in the war and on the issues 
which caused it. They probably did not influence the views 
of their congregations’ members as much as their congre-
gations influenced them. To their credit they deplored the 
suffering and cruelties of the war and prayed for an end to 
the hostilities.19 

Because of their small numbers and with the few excep-
tions proving the rule, the Jews in the United States at the 
time of the Civil War influenced no debates, played no 
remarkable roles, or influenced any outcomes. As it was 

for all Americans living through it, the Civil War pe-
riod was traumatic for American Jews. Like all other 
Americans, Jews experienced great hardship and loss. 
They shed blood, buried their dead, and sacrificed 
for their cause. They believed that God was on their 
side and would protect them. In their diverse views 
and actions, their shattered hopes and beliefs, Jewish 
Americans, ordinary folks and leaders alike, were in 
the end no different than their neighbors. The rest is 
commentary.
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The Rabbi and the confederacy

By Mikki Evens

During the 1830’s, Jews from the German states who im-
migrated to Richmond worshipped at Beth Shalome, the 
city’s only synagogue. Feeling ill at ease with the Sephardic 
ritual and socially inferior, they formed a social group, 
Chevrah Ahabat Yisrael, the Association for the Love of 
Israel. Two years later, in 1841, they formed Congregation 
Beth Ahabah. Their religious needs were handled by Myer 
Angle, a lay reader, but members soon realized the need 
for a religious school to educate their children. Enough 
money was raised by 33 members to bring Maximilian J. 
Michelbacher from Philadelphia in May 1846.

Born in Bavaria in 1810, Michelbacher married Mary 
Traubel, also from Bavaria, in 1845. She died four days af-
ter giving birth to their third child. Reverend Michelbacher 
then married Miriam Angle, daughter of the former lay 
reader. The couple had ten children, many of whose de-
scendents are active members and officers of Beth Ahabah 
today.

Named Marx at birth, the Reverend later changed his name 
to Maximilian, the name of his then king.1  He was known 
informally as Max, more formally as the Reverend or Rab-
bi Michelbacher.  He never studied to be a rabbi nor was 
he ordained.  He served as leader and lay reader seldom 
claiming the title of rabbi although that is how he is usually 
remembered today. Before the Civil War he started a well-
respected school, the Richmond German, Hebrew and 
English Institute.  Michelbacher successfully raised money 
to erect a synagogue building at 11th Street near Marshall, 
which he consecrated in September 1848.2   In 1849 he 
organized the Ladies’ Hebrew Association whose funds 
were used for the benefit of members.  During the Civil 
War funds were used solely for the care of sick or wounded 
soldiers.  Later called the Ladies’ Hebrew Benevolent As-
sociation, its funds were dedicated solely for charity.  It has 
evolved into today’s Jewish Family Services.

The Civil War Years     
Michelbacher’s leadership qualities shone during the Civil 
War. Like most Southern Jews, he supported secession, the 
concept of slavery and the Confederacy.  Similar to theNew 
Testament’s “Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s,” 
Jews were taught that the Torah said “the law of the land is 
the law” and slavery was the law. 3  

During the war, Michelbacher 
considered himself the leader and 
protector of all Jews serving in the 
Confederate armed forces. Among his 
most prominent efforts were his at-
tempts to obtain furloughs for Jewish 
soldiers so they could observe 
the major Jewish holidays. 
On one such occasion, he 
met James A. Seddon, Secre-
tary of War, and General 
Sam Cooper, the Inspector 
General, for this purpose. 
Cooper indicated that he 
would gladly consent but 
could not because of the 
large number of Jews serv-
ing in the Confederate 
armed forces – a number 
he undoubtedly exagger-
ated to suit his purposes. 
He expressed his concept 
of the relative importance 
of soldiering and religion 
in wartime by suggesting 
that if the Jews of Titus’ 
time had fought on the 
Sabbath, they most cer-
tainly would have de-
feated him.4  

Reverend Michelbach-
er is also famous for the 
prayer he composed 
and distributed to the 
Jewish soldiers serving the Confederacy.  He hoped that 
reading the prayer would help these men during the many 
long periods when they were unable to attend services or 
be close to their fellow congregants.  The prayer expressed 
each man’s trust in God as his hope, strength and faith and 
asked for protection of his loved ones.  It also contained fi-
ery passages of resolve and support for the Southern cause:

...This once happy country is inflamed                   
by the fury of war; a menacing enemy is arrayed 
against the rights liberties, and freedom of this  our 
Confederacy...Our firesides are threatened; the 
foe is before us...Here I now stand with many sons 
of the South, to face the foe, drive him back and 8

Reverend Michelbacher
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defend our natural rights...5 

Michelbacher corresponded with General Robert E. Lee 
several times about granting furloughs to Jewish soldiers 
on the major Jewish holidays.  In one letter, dated August 
23, 1861, Michelbacher addressed Lee as “Respected Sir” 
and referred to himself as the “Senior Minister of the He-
brews of the State.”  He begged Lee to grant the furloughs 
“in the name of God whom all of us do worship and . . . 
as a Commander and Christian you will give due consider-
ation to my humble request and God will bless you for it...” 
Below his signature is the designation “Rabbi – Preacher of 
the Hebrew Congregation “House of Love.” This letter is 
now housed at the Virginia Historical Society among the 
papers of Robert E. Lee.6

General Lee explained that he could not grant furloughs to 
one class “namely Israelites.”  However, he added

I will gladly do all in my power to facilitate obser-
vance of the duties of their religion by the Israelites 
in my army, and will allow them every indulgence 
consistent with safety and discipline.  If their appli-
cations be forwarded to me in the usual way, and it 
appears that they can be spared ... 7

In all his correspondence with Michelbacher, Lee showed 
more religious tolerance than was common for his time. 
One Jewish soldier’s application to his captain for such 
leave was denied by his captain with the remark that 
if granted the whole army “would turn Jews or Shaking 
Quakers.” 8 Lee, on the other hand, approved the appli-
cation with the comment that said captain should always 
“respect the religious views and feelings of others.” 9

During the war, a certain private, Isaac Arnold 
of the 8th Alabama regiment, was court-mar-
tialed for cowardice and absence from his 
post during battle.  He was found guilty and 
sentenced to death.  Michelbacher again ap-
proached Lee, this time to spare Arnold’s 
life.  He indicated that perhaps the harsh 
sentence resulted in part because “of [his] 
being an Israelite and of foreign birth.” In 
a letter dated April 2, 1863, Lee noted that 
the sentence in Arnold’s case “has been sus-
pended until the decision of the President is 
known.” 10 There seems to be no record of 
this decision.

When the blockade of Southern ports result-
ed in shortages and the ensuing hoarding, 
smuggling and profiteering, Southerners be-

came increasingly frustrated 
and the “Israelites” became 
the usual scapegoat.  In a 
May 27, 1863 sermon, Mi-
chelbacher answered these 
accusations. He declared 
that Israelites are not “specu-
lators or extortioners.”  Jews, 
he said, did not deal in the 
chief products being abused, 
“flour, meal, wheat, corn, 
beef, coal and wood.” The 
Jewish merchants relied on rapid 
turnover not on hoarding as did the speculators.11 This ser-
mon appeared in both local and Northern newspapers and 
received much publicity.     

Furthermore, during the war the Michelbacher home was 
used as a small hospital, often with 15 soldiers cared for 
there.  In response to the severe food shortage in 1865, 
Michelbacher joined in an appeal for an “adopt a soldier” 
plan to obtain more food for Confederate soldiers.  

The Post-War Years

Throughout  the Civil War, leaders of both Northern and 
Southern governments stood firmly against prejudice and 
bigotry. But anti-Semitism persisted in the private sector.  
Reverend Michelbacher responded appropriately both dur-
ing the war and after.

Not an ordained rabbi, Max Michelbacher remained ac-
tive as a religious leader, spokesman and teacher until his 

death on January 26, 1879. Although fluent in writ-
ten English, he spoke with a guttural German 

accent and for this reason he was replaced as 
minister in 1867. However, he continued to 
be active in the Jewish community, and on 
October 9, 1904, Beth Ahabah’s Board of 
Managers approved the raising of funds for 
a memorial stained glass window in the 
new synagogue building (still in use) on 
West Franklin Street.  This window, locat-
ed on the east side of the sanctuary, nearest 
the bimah (altar), remembers and honors 
Beth Ahabah’s first true religious leader.

The Michelbacher window
Photo credit: Thurston Howes

General Robert E. Lee, CSA  



10

Service in the Confederate 
military brought Solomon 

Levy to Richmond.

The Confederate Section of Hebrew Cemetery in Richmond. 
One of the few Jewish military cemeteries.

ENDNOTES

1   A little-known fact stated by Claire Rosenbaum, a great-great 
granddaughter of Michelbacher and past president of Beth 
Ahabah, in a speech given on April 20, 2010, to an adult edu-
cation group composed of synagogue members and members 
of the Beth Ahabah Museum & Archives.   
2   Richmond’s first public school was, for a short time, housed, 
rent-free, in the basement of the synagogue.      
3  The Torah teaching citation occurs in Rosenbaum’s speech. 
4  Allan Creeger, Generations, Vol.5,No.2, April 1993, p.3.  
5  Ibid.        
6  Creeger, pp. 3 & 4.      
7  Creeger, p. 4.       
8   Ibid.        
9  Ibid.        
10  Ibid.        
11 Ibid.



By Jim Schuyler    

Why should you be interested in the life of Phoebe Yates 
Levy Pember and her impact on the Civil War?

After all, in Her Works Praise Her: A History of Jewish 
Women in America from the Colonial Times to the Present by 
Hasia R. Diner and Beryl Lieff Benderly, she merits only 
brief mention as the sister of Eugenia Levy Phillips and as 
someone who dropped “the telltale Levy” from her name.

In The Jewish Confederates by Robert N. Rosen, she shares 
a chapter with her sister Eugenia as part of “the Southern 
Jewish elite.”

Rabbi Myron Berman in Richmond’s Jewry: Shabbat in 
Shockoe 1769-1976, briefly acknowledges her position as 
matron at Chimborazo Hospital in Richmond.

So why am I so interested in the life of Phoebe Yates Levy 
Pember?

First, Phoebe Pember has left us a remark-
able memoir of her life and work at Chim-
borazo Hospital — A Southern Woman’s Sto-
ry: Life in Confederate Richmond published 

in 1879, along with a set of unpublished 
letters from Chimbarazo Hospital: Let-

ters from Wartime Richmond. Her 
work is an original source document 
on the wartime lives of Southern 
women, the experience of working 
in the largest Southern military 
hospital, the lives of wounded 

soldiers and other aspects of life 
in Richmond during the Civil 

War. Mrs. Pember wrote the 
book sometime between 

1865 and 1879, and it 
appears that she wrote 

from memory (along 
with some papers 
and documents and 

the letters that she 
wrote during her 
time at the hospi-
tal).  

Second, she arrived in Richmond in December 1862 and 
was the first female administrator appointed to serve at 
Chimborazo Hospital. Chimborazo was the largest hospi-
tal serving the Confederacy and treated more than 76,000 
patients, with a mortality rate of about 20 per cent (quite 
good by 19th century standards). This innovative hospital 
was vital to the Southern war effort and became a model 
for other military hospital facilities.  

Third, Phoebe Pember was honored by a United States 
Postal Service Civil War commemorative stamp post-
marked at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, on June 29, 1995. 
Clara Barton, volunteer Union nurse and founder of the 
American Red Cross; Harriet Tubman who, among many 
other accomplishments, also served as a Union nurse; and 
Phoebe Pember were the three women recognized for their 
involvement in the war effort.

I hope you will want to learn more about the life and 
achievements of this extraordinary leader—truly a woman 
of valor.

Here is a brief sketch of her life up to December 1862 when 
she arrived at Chimborazo Hospital. Phoebe was born in 
1823 in Charleston, South Carolina to Jacob Levy, the son 
of Polish immigrants, and Fanny Yates Levy of Liverpool, 
England. Jacob Levy was a successful merchant and Fanny 
Levy a popular actress in Charleston theatre. The family 
was active at Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim, the fourth oldest 
Jewish congregation in America. The wealth and stature 
of this prominent Jewish family made them part of the 
city’s social elite. Phoebe was the fourth of seven children, 
and one of six daughters, all of whom were well educated. 
The family had financial problems in the 1840s, which led 
them to move to Savannah, Georgia, in 1850. At that time 
Phoebe was 27 and looked forward to a life of her own. 
She married Thomas Pember in Boston, Massachusetts, 
in 1856. Shortly after their wedding, Thomas contracted 
tuberculosis, and the couple moved south to improve his 
health. Thomas died in Aiken, South Carolina, in July of 
1861. Phoebe was 38 years old, and was widowed and child-
less. She returned to live with her parents, who had left 
Savannah for the safety of Marietta, Georgia, at the start 
of the Civil War. Phoebe felt both unhappy and inactive at 
home and was interested in making a contribution to the 
war effort. 

Phoebe Yates Levy Pember, courtesy of Bob Marcus

PHoebe Yates Levy Pember 
A Woman of Valor
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In December of 1862, she accepted an invitation from her 
friend, Mrs. George W. Randolph, wife of the Confederate 
Secretary of War, to serve as the first matron of Chimbo-
razo Hospital in Richmond.  

At this time, let us shift the narrative away from Mrs. Pem-
ber so that you know something about the place where she 
arrived in December 1862 — Chimborazo Hospital. The 
best description of the hospital that I have found is in the 
first full-length study called Chimborazo: The Confedera-
cy’s Largest Hospital by Carol C. Green. Chimborazo was 
a fine site for a medical facility because its location near 
the James River facilitated movement of supplies on the 
Kanawha Canal. Fresh water was available from natural 
springs, as well as from wells. The steep slopes on three 
sides of the hill created excellent drainage. The hospital 
was opened in October 1861, spanned 40 acres, and had 
75 to 80 wards grouped into five divisions. Each division 
had its own laundry, kitchen and bathhouse, and there was 
a central bakery and dairy serving the entire hospital. The 
hospital was organized by Dr. James McCaw, its chief sur-
geon. Dr. McCaw was a professor at the Medical College of 
Virginia before the war and was regarded as an excellent ad-
ministrator. Its use of separate wards allowed patients to be 
treated together with other patients from their home state 
— leading to the ward system used later in many hospitals.  

In 1862, the Confederate government authorized the hir-
ing of women as matrons and ward attendants, as a re-

sponse to the shortage of hospital staff. This was one of the 
earliest opportunities for women to enter a profession that 
they would later dominate — nursing.  

Chimborazo’s greatest problem was shortages of supplies. 
Some wards were closed because of a lack of straw for mat-
tresses, and the unavailability of basic foods (salt, coffee, 
meat, flour) led to the closure of the hospital bakery during 
the winter of 1864-65. Dr. McCaw and the staff managed 
the resources needed to keep the hospital functioning as 
efficiently as possible by renting land in the area for pasture 
and a vegetable garden and by purchasing boats to deliver 
food from farms in the area. Under Dr. McCaw’s leader-
ship, the hospital overcame most of its inadequacies and 
provided what one author wrote “may fairly be called one 
of the most noteworthy achievements in military medicine 
in American history.”

So what skills did Phoebe Pember bring to her position as 
matron at Chimborazo?  After all, she had no professional 
medical or nursing training. She lived in a large household, 
and had cared for her husband through his illness. She en-
countered an environment that had made no preparation 
for female nurses, and a surgeon in charge who provided 
no living space for the matron. Mrs. Pember converted a 
vacant building into her own office, parlor, laundry, pan-
try, and kitchen. Her position initially seemed to be chief-
cook—the first meal she made for a patient was chicken 
soup. When Dr. McCaw saw her peeling potatoes one day, 
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he ordered a thorough study of hospital rules that resulted 
in Mrs. Pember supervising a staff of an assistant matron, 
cooks and bakers, and two laborers to perform menial 
tasks. She worked to overcome the prejudice of male doc-
tors and staff, and the belief that women don’t belong in a 
military hospital and should not see the “horrors of war.” 
Mrs. Pember wrote, 

In the midst of suffering and death, hoping with       
those almost beyond hope in this world; praying by 
the bedside of the lonely and heart stricken; closing 
the eyes of boys hardly old enough to realize man’s 
sorrows, much less suffer man’s fierce hate, a wom-
an must soar beyond the conventional modesty 
considered correct under different circumstances.

Before the end of the war, she had done everything she 
could to relieve the pain and suffering of soldiers by admin-
istering medication, assisting the surgeons in operations, 
changing bandages and comforting the wounded and dy-
ing.  

I urge you to read her memoir to learn how she guarded 
the medicinal whiskey, how she faced the hardest trial of 
her duty at the hospital, and many stories which are sad, 
funny, heartwarming and critical of others who served at 
the hospital.

So why do I call her a woman of valor?  Especially for what 
she did on April 4, 1865, when the Federal authorities 
took command of the hospital.  She remained on duty un-
til all of the patients in her division had recovered, died or 
had been removed to another facility.  She reported that 
a [merchant] said that the Federal surgeon in charge was 

Chimborazo Hospital courtesy of 
The American Jewish Archives

“awful afraid of her.”  After two years of devoted service, 
Mrs. Pember found herself alone in Richmond with a silver 
ten-cent peace and a box of worthless Confederate money. 
As she laughed to herself, she spent her remaining money 
on “a box of matches and five cocoa-nut cakes.” 

After the war, she wrote her memoir which was called by 
Douglas Southall Freeman as “the most realistic treatment 
of this war” ever published.  

Phoebe Pember later moved back to Georgia, and spent 
much of her life traveling and writing. She died in 1913 at 
the age of 89 while visiting Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. She 
is buried next to her husband in Savannah’s Laurel Grove 
Cemetery.  

     

       

Fourth Sergeant Ezekiel J. Levy, 
the Richmond Light Infantry 
Blues, Company A, 46th Virginia. 
Courtesy of the American Jewish 
Archives, Cincinnati, OH
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Moses ezekiel:
The search For a reputation

VMI Cadet Moses Ezekiel

By Herbert L. Heltzer

On Washington’s birthday in 1858, not even a snow storm 
would dampen the cheers heard at the dedication of the 
George Washington equestrian statue at Richmond’s Capi-
tol Square.1  Among the crowd that day was an energetic 
dark-eyed boy. The memory of that event – bands playing, 
soldiers marching, flags flying – would remain with 14-year-
old Moses Ezekiel for the rest of his life.

Born on October 8, 1844, in a house at 17th and Main in 
Richmond, he was the fifth of fourteen children of Jacob 
and Catherine de Castro Ezekiel.

When, at Charleston Harbor in 1861, the stars and stripes 
of Fort Sumter came down 
and the stars and bars of 
the Confederacy went up, 
Moses Ezekiel determined 
it was time to fight for Vir-
ginia.  Although Jacob Eze-
kiel, like so many Union-
ists in the Upper South, 
continued to hope for 
peace, his wife encouraged 
her son’s application to the 
Virginia Military Institute. 
In a rare moment of self 

doubt, the 17-year-old Ezekiel sat 
for the entrance exam with some 

concern: it was not the custom of boys on 17th Street to stay 
in school beyond eighth grade. He passed the test, as he 
would so many others in the future.

In 1863 he was appointed Corporal of the Guard at a me-
morial service for the recently slain “Stonewall” Jackson, a 
former faculty member at VMI, better known then as “Fool 
Tom.” 2  Jackson’s maxim, “You may be whatever you re-
solve to be” was well-known at the Institute. Yet, Corporal 
of the Guard Ezekiel, standing at rigid attention in “Fool 
Tom’s” one-time classroom, silently questioned the resolve 
of the Confederate nation absent their leader, the most 
beloved save Lee.3 As the service continued, there could be 
heard the sound of a cannon firing once every half-hour in 
tribute to the unflappable eccentric-turned military genius. 
The rumble of the gun repeated until early morning.

Exactly a year later, on May 15, 1864, Ezekiel and every 
other cadet would be found 80 miles away on a field in 
New Market. They had come to help prevent a Federal 
army’s destruction of the Shenandoah Valley, bread basket 
of the Army of Northern Virginia and the  civilian popula-
tion of Richmond. Nor did either War Department ignore 
the Valley’s potential as an artery between Richmond and 
Washington.

Ulysses Grant’s orders to Franz Sigel, commander of the 
Army of West Virginia, had been clear. According to histo-
rian Douglas Brinkley, Sigel was told, “[go into the valley] 
take what you can consume and carry. Burn the rest.”

Lee, alert to the disaster a hostile force would bring about 
in the valley, called upon Major General John C. Breck-
enridge to “drive the enemy back.” Outnumbered, he 
sought more troops, even poorly trained militia or young 
VMI cadets. His intention was to keep the boys in reserve, 
out of harm’s way. However, on May 14, the day before 
battle, Breckenridge grew confident of his ability to deliver 
a smashing blow to the Union army were he to deploy all 
available troops. Reluctantly, very reluctantly, he ordered 
the 247 cadets into the front ranks.4

Four of them were 15 years old. Just as they had drilled 
on the parade grounds, they quickly moved into position 
near Colonel George S. Patton’s 23rd Virginia Battalion. 
On the high ground ahead was visible the artillery of the 
battle-tested 20th Battery, New York. Just ahead of the un-
limbered artillery lay the blue trenches of the 34th Mas-
sachusetts.

The cadets did their duty. By nightfall, Breckenridge’s cob-
bled-together-army of militia, veterans and newly baptized 
cadets won the day.

But at a bitter price.
Five cadets lay dead on the field.
Five more would die of their wounds.
Forty seven wounded, survived.

 
For his service at New Market, Ezekiel earned the Virginia 
Military Institute Cross of Honor.5

A teacher from Bowdoin College in Maine, Congressional 
Medal of Honor winner Joshua Chamberlain once wrote, 
“In great deeds something abides, on great fields some-
thing stays.”  So it was at New Market.
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Ezekiel met Robert E. Lee for the first time in Lexington.6 
It was Ezekiel’s last year at VMI and Lee’s first at small, near 
bankrupt, Washington College. Having declined offers as 
banker and insurance executive for a great deal of money 
and little work, he accepted the presidency of Washington 
College for little money and a great deal of work.  After 
Appomattox, unlike many Confederate leaders who fled 
to Cuba, Mexico or England, Lee remained in Virginia 
to help heal a fractured nation.7  Ezekiel’s memoirs re-
cord a number of conversations with Lee. Among the 
most memorable, Lee’s encouragement to the ambitious 
cadet that he pursue his interest in art, “to earn a repu-
tation in whatever [you do].”  Ezekiel understood that 
reputation and honor were synonymous. Not only 
was he enjoined to obtain a reputation but to 
do so consistent with Lee’s high standards. 
Would it not be fascinating to listen in 
on the dialogue of the boy from 17th 
Street, born over his parents’ store and 
the patrician born at Stratford Hall, 
the son of George Washington’s fa-
vorite cavalryman?  Fifty years later 
Ezekiel recalled “I have been trying 
all my life to follow General Lee’s ad-
vice when he came to see me in my room 
at Lexington.” 8

In 1869 the aspiring artist purchased a 
one-way second-class ticket on the steamer, 
Westphalia, and sailed to Hamburg. From there he set out 
for Berlin and the Royal Academy of Art. Through a se-
ries of demanding exams he was permitted to work in the 
studios of master sculptors including Rudolph Siemering  
whose iconic equestrian “George Washington” guards the 
entrance of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Ezekiel had 
arrived at the academy with limited funds, forced to take 
on jobs whenever he could for whatever he could gain. 
One of the best paying and most interesting was his as-
signment by the New York Herald to file dispatches about 
the 1870 Franco-Prussian War. He did what good reporters 
do. He asked many questions -- so many that the Prussians 
arrested Ezekiel and clapped him into an army prison to 
await execution as a French spy. But for the intervention 
of the American ambassador, the world would have lost a 
sculptor.

As his work progressed, Ezekiel became eligible to partici-
pate in a competition for the esteemed Michel-Beer Prix 
de Rome. Never awarded to a non-German, it included 
a stipend for two years study in Rome. Ezekiel’s bronze 
bas-relief, “Israel,” earned the prize, another step toward a 
“reputation.”

After four years in Berlin, Ezekiel returned home for a 
brief visit with his family.9  While in the United States, 
before beginning his two year study in Rome, he received a 
commission from the International Order of B’nai Brith. 
Invited to take part in the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial 
Exposition, B’nai Brith chose religious liberty as its theme 
and Moses Ezekiel, the Prix de Rome laureate, as the art-

ist to represent America’s Jews. He undertook this re-
sponsibility with great enthusiasm. He needed no 

instruction in the values of religious liberty. His 
childhood had abounded with stories of the de 
Castros’ flight from the Spanish Inquisition and 

the haven they found in Virginia. His father, a 
leader of Richmond’s first synagogue, had 

reason to be pleased. That his son had been 
given the B’nai Brith commission and that 
his considerable talents could be used to 
advance a cause precious to Jacob Ezekiel 
were a source of great pride.10

Soon after he found a studio in Rome, 
Moses Ezekiel began his work. Except for 

intermittent trips to the United States, he 
would live in Italy for 43 years.

Before shipment to Philadelphia, “Religious Liberty” 
was shown to a critic at Rome’s Il Popolo Romano, one 
of Europe’s most influential newspapers. He wrote, 
“Ezekiel grapples with a mighty hand....the greatest 

artists in Greece felt as he does; they expressed living ideas 
which have never died …[with Religious Liberty] he stamps 
himself a true genius.” Ezekiel was not troubled by that as-
sessment. The marble statue now stands at the new Nation-
al Museum of American Jewish History in Philadelphia. 
It was the first of a series of sculptures to be acclaimed on 
two continents:  a compelling “Christ in Tomb” is at the 
Chapel of the Consolation in Paris; a much admired bust 
of Percy Bysshe Shelley is a focal point of the Keats-Shelley 
House in Rome; “Thomas Jefferson” stands at the Rotun-
da of the University of Virginia; “Homer and Guide” is 
there on The Lawn. At VMI are “Stonewall Jackson” and 
“Virginia Mourning Her Dead.” A marble bust of Thomas 
Jefferson is in the Senate Chamber, Washington, DC.; a 
seven-inch bronze of Lee in the Virginia Historical Society, 
Richmond, VA; a marble bust of Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise 
at Hebrew Union College, Cincinnati, OH; and a remark-
able silver bust of Anthony Drexel is at the Beth Ahabah 
Museum and Archives, Richmond, VA.

Sir Moses Ezekiel
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In 1887, Ezekiel received an award from Grand Duke 
George II of Saxe-Meiningen and, in 1893, a Golden Cross 
from Wilhelm II, Emperor of Germany. Later, in 1906, 
Italy’s Victor Emanuel III declared Ezekiel “chevalier” and 
Officer of the Crown.

His most ambitious statue, the 32 foot tall “New South,” 
was commissioned by the Daughters of the Confederacy in 
1906. Designed to be placed at Arlington Cemetery, a site 
once prohibited to the Confederate dead, the project was 
championed by the Secretary of War and later President 
of the United States, William Howard Taft. Keeping with 
custom, Ezekiel chiseled words from Scripture as narrative 
to the bronze monument: “And they shall beat their swords 
into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.”  
With elaborate symbols and central figure similar to “Reli-
gious Liberty,” the statue was meant to represent a past of 
heroic sacrifice and a future of great promise.

At the dedication of “New South,” (Ezekiel called it his 
“soldier’s statue”) Woodrow Wilson, a native of the 
Shenandoah Valley, lauded the monument, the sculptor 
and a reconciled people. The 1914 unveiling at Arlington 
-- bands playing, soldiers marching, flags flying -- was not 
unlike one long ago at Richmond’s Capitol Square.

 Moses Ezekiel died in Rome in 1917.

He left a letter asking that he be buried “at home.” After 
World War I, in 1921, when the Atlantic was free of Ger-
man submarines, his body was reinterred in Arlington Na-
tional Cemetery. He lies at the foot of “New South.” At his 
request, a small plaque at his gravesite reads

Moses J. Ezekiel
Sergeant of Company C, Battalion of Cadets

of the 
Virginia Military Institute

At his Memorial Service, President Warren Harding sa-
luted Ezekiel as “ a great artist, a great American and a 
great citizen of the world.” 11 Decorated by royalty, praised 
by critics, honored by presidents, the boy from 17th Street 
had indeed earned a reputation.

ENDNOTES      
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The enigmatic Mr. Benjamin:
Confederate Statesman

By Susan W. Morgan

The least known member of the Confederate Cabinet, Ju-
dah P. Benjamin, was Jefferson Davis’ most trusted 
advisor and confidant. It was Davis who first 
dubbed Benjamin “the brains of the Confed-
eracy.”

A brilliant lawyer, statesman, planter and pol-
itician, Benjamin served in the Lower House 
of Louisiana State Legislature (1842); was a del-
egate to the Louisiana State Constitutional 
Convention; and was the first acknowl-
edged Jew to be elected to the United 
States Senate (1852, as a Whig, re-elected 
in 1858, as a Democrat). He served as the 
legal counsel for the U.S. government in 
the Lower California Case1 and was an ardent 
and eloquent defender of Southern interests. He is 
considered by historians as one of the five greatest 
orators in the history of the U.S. Senate.2 Benja-
min’s legal mind and organizational capabilities were so 
well respected that he was offered a seat on the U.S. Su-
preme Court by two different U.S. Presidents – Fillmore 
and Pierce – as well as an ambassadorship to the Court of 
Spain.

Born on August 6, 1811, in the British West Indies, the son 
of Rebecca de Mendes and Philip Benjamin, Benjamin’s 
family immigrated to the U.S. when Judah was two years 
old. The family settled in Charleston, South Carolina, 
where Philip became embroiled in the quest to reform the 
worship service with the use of English instead of Hebrew 
or Spanish. 

It is now believed that Benjamin’s boyhood was more 
steeped in Jewish culture and traditions than either South-
ern or Jewish historians have previously acknowledged. 
His family, though not observant in the strictest sense, was 
deeply involved in the Jewish community. Scholars now 
give credence to the supposition that Benjamin was one of 
the first boys confirmed at the new Reform Temple, found-
ed when he was 13-years-old. 3

Benjamin matriculated at Yale at the tender age of 14 
where he was popular with his classmates and ranked at the 
head of his class. Faced with a lack of funds necessary for 
tuition, he was forced to leave at the start of his third year. 
Years later, his sudden departure and reluctance to discuss 
private matters, were fodder for rumors stating that he had 

been discharged for ungentlemanly behavior. 4

Benjamin next set out for New Orleans to make his for-
tune. A cosmopolitan, thriving port city with a large 
Jewish community, New Orleans was home to citi-

zens of many nationalities. The city’s economy was 
growing so rapidly, that anti-Semitism had no time 
to take root, making it possible for anyone with 
ability and ambition to succeed. Benjamin secured 

a position with a highly respected notary, and began 
to study law, working in his off-hours as a private 

English tutor. 

He was admitted to the bar in December 
1832, and married Marie Augustine Nat-

alie St. Martin, a belle of Creole lineage 
and devout Catholic, two months later.5 

They had one daughter, Ninnette, but the pair 
was fundamentally unsuited for each other. Benja-

min’s greatest wish was for a real home and a 
family. Natalie preferred society life. However, 

they remained married for 50 years (most of them spent 
living separately), and Benjamin remained close with his 
in-laws throughout his lifetime.

Benjamin became a partner in the law firm Slidell, Benja-
min and Conrad, specialists in planters’ and cotton mer-
chants’ cases. He quickly developed a reputation as a gifted 
lawyer and orator, and became avidly interested in politics 
through the many issues addressed in his law briefs. He 
joined the Whig party, served as a delegate to the Louisiana 
State Constitutional Convention, and was elected to repre-
sent New Orleans in the Louisiana State Senate. 

In the 1840s Benjamin became the part owner of Belle 
Chasse, a large Louisiana sugar plantation. He sold his 
share in Belle Chasse in 1852.6

Pierce Butler’s 1907 biography described Benjamin as “a 
gifted tactician with a philosophical nature and an urbane 
manner, a gourmet, an inveterate gambler, and a man who 
women adored.” His optimistic, ebullient manner made 
him easily approachable. Small in stature, but portly, his 
olive skin, dark hair and bright dark eyes confirmed the 
stereotypical portrait of Jews held by many Gentiles at the 
time. “His ample cheeks, almost cherubic in their plump-
ness, seemed to tug the corners of his mouth upward into 

Judah P. Benjamin
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a permanent half-smile, giving him the amiable aura of a 
man at peace with himself and content in his life’s work.” 
It was a smile that infuriated his enemies and gave solace 
to his friends. 7

Benjamin was elected to the United States Senate in 
1852. A Sephardic Jew, although non-practicing, he never 
disavowed his heritage even though he was frequently at-
tacked on the basis of his religious background. When it 
happened he usually did not answer, but 
simply smiled, infuriating his detractors.8

When it became clear that there would be 
no compromise of the subject of slavery, 
the Southern movement for succession 
from the Union became a reality. Benja-
min’s farewell speech to the U.S. Senate 
on New Year’s Eve, 1860, is considered one 
of the great speeches of American history. 
Anticipating the horrors of war to come, 
Benjamin pleaded with his colleagues to 
avoid war, “…We desire, we beseech you, 
let this parting be in peace...” 9

When the Southern politicians met in 
Montgomery to establish a government 
for the new Confederacy, Jefferson Davis named Benjamin 
as the Attorney General because, in Davis’s own words, 
“Benjamin had a very high reputation as a lawyer, and my 
acquaintance with him in the Senate had impressed me 
with the lucidity of his intellect, his systematic habits, and 
capacity for labor.” 10 In that moment, Benjamin became 
the first Jew to hold a cabinet-level office, and the only 
Confederate Cabinet member who did not own slaves at 
the time of his appointment. 

The fact that the Attorney General position was a civilian 
post did not deter Benjamin, who plunged into cabinet 
policy debates on all aspects of the Confederacy. A strong 
advocate for cotton diplomacy (shipping cotton to Europe 
to barter for arms and supplies, and denying cotton to 
countries that did not support the South),11 he lobbied for 
active military preparations and recommended action even 
before the cabinet authorized the attack on Fort Sumter. 
His proposal was not adopted, as many of the cabinet mem-
bers ridiculed the idea that there would even be a war. 

Benjamin lost no time in organizing the Justice depart-
ment. After North Carolina and Virginia joined the Con-
federacy, the decision was made to move the capital to 

Richmond (where it was slightly cooler in summer). Ben-
jamin opposed the move. Although his reasons cannot be 
verified, it’s believed that his opinion was based on logic – 
that the city would be difficult to defend and was in close 
proximity to Washington, DC. 

In September 1861, Secretary of War Walker resigned to 
serve as a brigadier general in the Confederate Army, and 
Benjamin was appointed the acting Secretary of War. In 

accepting the position, Benjamin knew he 
had taken on a tremendous responsibility. 
The War Department was unorganized 
and deeply in debt. There was an appalling 
lack of arms, ammunition, supplies and 
manpower. Handicapped from the start, 
the Southern forces were unprepared to 
meet the largest and most well equipped 
army on the continent. 

By appointing Benjamin, a brilliant ad-
ministrator with no military experience, 
to the position, Jefferson Davis could be 
his own Secretary of War. Although all or-
ders came from Davis, Benjamin was the 
scapegoat when things went wrong. Many 
of the Confederacy’s top generals resented 

taking orders from him, a non-military bureaucrat. They 
openly questioned Benjamin’s loyalty to the cause because 
of his religion,12 and referred to him by names such as the 
“Shylock of the Confederacy,” “Mr. Davis’ pet Jew,” and 
“Judas Iscariot Benjamin.” Their anti-Semitism is evident 
in Stephen Vincent Benet’s description of Benjamin in his 
famous poem John Brown’s Body.

As anti-Semitism grew more rampant, Benjamin became 
the lighting rod for everything that was wrong with the 
Confederacy, taking all criticism in stride. He never wrote 
or spoke publicly about his work and burned the majority 
of his papers. This allowed his peers and, later, historians, 
to debate his place in the history of the Lost Cause as they 
wished, which was generally to his detriment.13 

There is no record of Benjamin’s having been a member of 
a synagogue in New Orleans, Washington or Richmond, 
and he was rarely seen attending services. But according to 
Robert Douthat Meade, “A Richmond Jew remembers his 
being called up to the reading of the law at Beth Ahabah 
synagogue, but he never attended more than a few times.” 

14 There is neither a written record of this event or another 
witness.

Under fire for the fall of Roanoke Island in February 1862, 
Benjamin submitted his resignation for reasons that would 18



not be known for another 25 years. Colonel Charles Mar-
shall, one General Robert E. Lee’s most trusted aides, read 
part of a letter from Benjamin at the dedication of the Rob-
ert E. Lee monument in Richmond.  

I consulted the President whether it was best 
for the country that I should submit to unmerited 
censure or reveal to a congressional committee
our poverty and my utter inability to supply 
the requisitions of General Wise, and thus run 
the risk that the fact should become known 
to some of the spies of the enemy, of whose activity 
were well assured. It was thought best for the 
public service that I should suffer the blame
in silence and a report of censure on me was 
accordingly made by the committee of the 
Congress.15 

After accepting Benjamin’s resignation and censure in the 
Confederate Congress, Davis rewarded his loyalty with a 
promotion to Secretary of State, a position much more 
suited to Benjamin’s abilities. As Secretary of State, he ap-
plied himself to building diplomatic relations with France 
and England, with the hope of gaining recognition and 
support for the Confederacy. As all matters of intelligence, 
espionage and covert action came under his purview, Ben-
jamin relied on sources throughout the South to send ac-
curate reports of the military situation. And with Jefferson 
Davis devised plans for agents stationed in the north to 
find ways to disrupt commerce within the Union, with the 
explicit orders not to do anything “which was not in accord 
with the accepted methods of civilized warfare.” 16

When word of General Lee’s 
pending surrender arrived, 
Benjamin left Richmond 
with Jefferson Davis and the 
remaining members of the 
Cabinet. In Charlotte, they 
learned of Lincoln’s assas-
sination, and met to discuss 
the terms of surrender out-
lined by Generals Sherman 
and Joe Johnston. All but 
Davis agreed to accept the 

terms. All resumed their flight, and upon reaching Abbev-
ille, South Carolina, Benjamin continued on alone.

Disguised as a Frenchman aptly named Monsieur Bonfals 
(good disguise), Benjamin traveled south to Florida, aided 
by loyal Confederates along the way. After many months 

and a dangerous journey in an open boat to Bimini, he ar-
rived in London to start over. He found work as a journal-
ist writing a weekly leader about international affairs. To 
familiarize himself with British law, he began to compile 
a Treatise on Sales, which was published in 1868. The book 
quickly became a standard reference used by members of 
the British bar and is still in use today

In January 1866, Benjamin enrolled in Lincoln’s Inn to 
serve the required apprenticeship before becoming a bar-
rister, and was taken on as a pupil by Charles Pollock, son 
of the Lord Chief Baron of the Exchequer. Pollock had a 
large practice specializing in mercantile cases. The Lords 
Justices dropped the requirements for the usual three-year 
apprenticeship and Benjamin was called to the bar in May 
1866, where at the age of 55, he became an English barris-
ter, and in 1870, advanced to Queen’s Counsel.  

In ill health, Benjamin retired from practice in 1883, 
and spent his remaining years in Paris with Natalie and 
Ninnette. Benjamin died on May 6, 1884, and is buried 
under a simple headstone in Père Lachaise cemetery.                           
Of him Varina Davis wrote “Thus passed from the earth 
one of the greatest minds of the century.”

END NOTES

1 Senator John (Levy) Yulee of Florida was the first American of 
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3 Evans, p. 97.
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This commemorative issue was published in conjunction with an exhibition about the Richmond 
Jewish experience during the American Civil War, on view in the Beth Ahabah Museum galleries 
throughout the Sesquicentennial Remembrance 2011 - 2015.
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