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ASHKENAZIM VS. SEPHARDIM
IN THE COLONIAL ERA
BY M A L C O L M H . S T E R N , D . H . L . , D . D .

Let me take you on a journey through the familiar terrain of Colonial
Jewry, pointing out how they observed their religion. In the process I will
draw your attention to some aspects that may alter some of the time-held
views of the era.
The major tension among Colonial Jewry arose between the Sephardim,
Jews whose families originated in Spain and Portugal, and the Yiddishspeaking Ashkenazim from Germany and Poland. My studies have
convinced me that this tension affected every aspect of their lives from
the first settlement in 1654 until the establishment of Ashkenazic
congregations early in the nineteenth century.
Scholars have long recognized that referring to the colonial Jews as
Sephardim is totally inaccurate. The New Amsterdam Jewish immigrants
included at least two Ashkenazim: Asser Levy, who arrived with twentytwo other refugees from Brazil on the French man-of-war, the Ste. Catherine,
in September of 1654, and Jacob Barsimson, who met the boat, having
arrived two weeks earlier from Amsterdam. With whom did Asser Levy
join in challenging Stuyvesant's demand that the Jews pay head taxes rather
than stand guard duty on the town wall? Not with his fellow-travelers from
Brazil, who were Sephardim, but with Barsimson, the only other Ashkenazi
in town. 1
The strong division between Sephardim and Ashkenazim in North
America reflected the scene in Europe. Last summer, when my wife and
I visited Amsterdam's handsome new Jewish museum, constructed in four
former Ashkenazic synagogues, I learned that the oldest of them was erected
in 1671, four years before the sadly deteriorating but better known
Portuguese Synagogue across the street. 2 London, also, had two seventeenth
century congregations, the Sephardim opening a synagogue in 1656, the
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Ashkenazim creating a separate house of worship by 1690.3 Nor were the
differences merely matters of ritual, as we learn from Savannah, where
a boatload of forty-two Jews arrived from London in July of 1733 The
majority of these were Sephardic. The families of Minis, Sheftall, and Jacob
Yowel were Ashkenazic. Benjamin Sheftall became supplier and friend to
the Salzburgers, Protestant refugees from Catholic Salzburg, who arrived
in the colony a year after the Jews. Rev. Johann Martin Bolzius sent this
report to his church's headquarters in Germany:
Some Jews in Savannah complained to me the other day that
the Spanish and Portuguese Jews persecute the German Jews
in a way no Christian would persecute another Christian
They
want to build a Synagogue, but the Spanish and German Jews
cannot come to terms.... The Spanish and Portuguese Jews are
not so strict insofar as eating is concerned as the others are
They eat, for instance, the beef that comes from the warehouse
or that is sold anywhere else. The German Jews, on the other
hand, would rather starve than eat meat they do not slaughter
themselves. 4
Thus we see that the Sephardim were strongly assimilated, and as a
result looked down their noses at the ghettoized Ashkenazim, who found
the Sephardim too lax in their practice of Judaism.
The first act of a Jewish community, even before it established a
congregation, was to purchase a plot of ground for a cemetery In 1655
the Jews of New York petitioned Stuyvesant for such a plot, indicating
that no one had yet died but they were planning for the contingency The
petition was not granted until a year later, presumably after a death when
they were given what the Dutch records refer to as "a little hook of'land "
that has long since disappeared. The oldest surviving cemetery — on
Chatham Square near New York's Chinatown — was deeded in 1681/
82.5 T h e s l a n t i n t h a t d a t e i s s i g n i f i c a n t I n 1 5 8 2 ; t h e G r e g o r i a n c a l e n d a r
attempted to move New Year's Day from March 25, the Feast of Jesus'
Ascension, to January 1, the Feast of Jesus' Circumcision. The Protestant
British held out against the change until 1752. Therefore, all dates in the
first three months of the years between 1600 and 1752 were indicated by
the slant. 6
Why did New York's Jews need a new cemetery by 1681/82? The late
Rabbi David de Sola Pool assumed that it was because the first cemetery
had filled up.7 My own studies show that this was unlikely, because the
Jewish community had too small a population. In 1664, when the British
took over the colony, only Ashkenazic Asser Levy remained to sign the
oath of allegiance to the British crown. The earlier Sephardim had fled
Stuyvesant's intolerance and New York's cold winters to join relatives in
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Amsterdam, in the far larger Caribbean Jewish communities, or in the
rapidly growing one in London. Asser Levy prospered, not only as a butcher
in the abbatoir he and a Christian partner built outside the town wall,
but also through buying mortgages in the former Dutch villages of Breukelen
(Brooklyn) and Vlackebos (Flatbush), trading with the Indians for furs
up the Hudson at Fort Orange (Albany), and serving as banker for
Amsterdam interests. Inevitably, word of his prosperity reached mishpocheh
(family) in Amsterdam. In 1680, his brother-in-law, known in the Dutch
records as Valentijn van der Wilden (Valentine from Vilna) arrived, giving
New York its first Litvak! With him came his son, Simon Valentijn, and
son-in-law, Asher Michaels de Paul (possibly "from Poland"). On February
1, 1681/82, Asser Levy died suddenly and was undoubtedly laid to rest
in the original Jewish cemetery with his relatives performing appropriate
Ashkenazic rites. 8 This would explain why Joseph Bueno de Mesquita,
a West Indian Sephardi, bought a new plot for a cemetery in which his
relative, presumably his father, Benjamin Bueno de Mesquita, was the first
and oldest surviving interment in 1683.9 Joseph was not going to bury
his family next to Ashkenazim! Socially and in business dealings we find
references to this same factionalism: In 1740, Abigail Franks, daughter
of Ashkenazic Moses Levy and wife of Ashkenazic Jacob Franks, writes
to her son about the prospective marriage of Abigail's half-sister, Rachel,
to Sephardic Isaac Mendes Seixas: 10
The Portugeuze here are in a great ferment abouth it And
think very 111 of him
Savannah merchants, importing from New York, also divided their
dealings along Ashkenazic-Sephardic lines: Abram Minis dealt with Jacob
Franks; Isaac Nunes Henriques purchased from Rodrigo Pacheco. 11
The oldest surviving minute book of an American congregation was
discovered in England. It had been carried off by Nathan Simson, an
Ashkenazi and an early New York merchant, who moved back to England
in 1722. He had served as parnas (president) for the prior year, 1720-21,
and he refers to the congregation as "Shearith Yaacob." Does this mean
that the Ashkenazim were separate from the Sephardic "Shearith Israel"?
Simson's careful record points out that they were renting the Jan
Harpendingh house on Mill Street as a synagogue. The expenses for rent
and for the hazan (cantor or minister), the bodek (Kashrut supervisor),
who probably also served as shochet (butcher), and the shamash (sexton)
necessitated a pooling of resources. According to Simson, the congregation
numbered fifteen Sephardim and twenty-two Ashkenazim. 12 Six years later,
the New Yorkers began raising funds for their synagogue. Thirty-seven
families could not assemble the necessary resources. There was no point
in appealing to the impoverished ghettos of Germany and Poland; appeals
went to the established Sephardic communities in Amsterdam, London,
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and the Caribbean. The most generous gift to the building fund came from
Curacao with the stipulation that, since the donors were aware of the larger
number of Ashkenazim in New York, the latter must sign an agreement
to allow Sephardic ways to predominate. 13 The result was that America's
first synagogue opened with the Sephardic ritual. Another factor in this
decision may have been gentile curiosity about Jewish worship. The Jews
lived side by side with non-Jews, and the Sephardic service, conducted
by a hazan, was more decorous than the Ashkenazic, in which each
worshipper davenned (prayed) at his own pace, creating a noisy,
unintelligible babble. 14
Even so, the Philadelphia congregation, which considered erecting a
synagogue and met for formal worship in 1761, must have used the
Ashkenazic rite. A Sepher Torah was borrowed from New York by a group
of German, Polish and Bohemian Ashkenazim, leading Jacob Henry of
New York to write his cousin Barnard Gratz, asking whether the Philadelphia
shul is to follow the ritual used in London's Ashkenazic Hambro synagogue,
or that of Prague or Poland. It was not until 1782, during the Revolution'
when Jews from other colonies then occupied by the British gathered in
Philadelphia, under the leadership of Charleston's hazan Isaac da Costa,
that a synagogue was built and Mikveh Israel became a Sephardic-rite
congregation. 15
Da Costa, back in 1762, had purchased a plot of ground in Charleston
for a private cemetery, but two years later deeded it to Congregation Beth
Elohim for the use of the community. When he and his family returned
from Philadelphia, they found that the congregation was worshipping in
a former brick cotton gin factory that they had converted to a synagogue.
Da Costa died on November 23, 1783, and was interred in a new plot
of ground in suburban Hampstead. There was a split in the congregation,
the Sephardim creating Congregation Beth Elohim Unveh Shallom (House
of God and Mansion of Peace) as indicated in a number of sources of
the period. A codicil in the will of Joseph Salvador, written a week before
Da Costa's death, makes bequests to:
the Portuguese Congregation of Charleston "Beth Elohim Unvey
Shalom" and to the German Congregation "Beth Elohim"
The Ashkenazim had undoubtedly taken over the synagogue, and the
Sephardim had not only formed a congregation, but purchased a new
cemetery, for which they held a cornerstone-laying ceremony in 1786.
Apparently the congregations became sufficiently reunited to begin erecting
their so-called "new" synagogue in 1792, but the cornerstone-laying was
done totally by Ashkenazim, who were obviously in control. 16 Further
evidence of this occurred shortly after the new synagogue's dedication, when
Emanuel de la Motta sought to bury his father next to relatives in the
Hampstead Sephardic cemetery, defying the demands of the congregation's
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feet, was purchased in 1677 by Mordechay Campanall and Moses Pacheco,
two Sephardic settlers who had arrived from Barbados. Undoubtedly a
minyan was established soon after with the appearance of a member of
the important Pardo rabbinic family from the Netherlands. Saul, who never
completed rabbinical training, translated his Spanish Pardo into English
Brown, and became the first American Jew of record to change his name.
Dispersed by economic factors, this early Newport community sent a number
of its members to New York by the early 1700's. In the 1740's the development
of the whaling industry attracted new Jewish settlers to Newport. Among
them were the Sephardic Lopez and Rivera families and the Ashkenazic
Hart, Polock, and Isaacs families. By the late 1750's the Jewish community
was prospering enough to propose building what is now America's oldest
surviving synagogue, begun in 1759 and completed in 1763. The Sephardic
rite was established with the arrival of Rev. Isaac Touro. 22
Saul Brown, who moved from Newport to New York at the end of the
seventeenth century, became the first known hazan of Shearith Israel in
New York. He functioned as a part-timer, earning most of his livelihood
as a merchant, just as he had in Newport. For a while the New York
congregation found among its membership individuals competent to conduct
Sephardic-rite worship, but the quality varied, and circumstances led the
"ministers," as they were called, to come and go. The contemplation of
building the first synagogue in 1728 coincided with the arrival from Curacao
of Moses Lopez da Fonseca, the son of Curacao's rabbi, whom the
congregation happily engaged as hazan. We can assume that this tie may
have enlarged the gift by the Curacao Jews to the New York building
fund. Moses married a New York girl, Miriam, daughter of Isaac Naftali,
who bore him four children and died in 1733. Three years later, the lonesome
widower returned to Curacao with his motherless brood, lured by a match
arranged by his brothers.
By the 1750's the New York congregation was desperate for a hazan
and appealed to the London congregation for a likely candidate. They
sent Joseph Jessurun Pinto, a young man engaged to be married. He decided
to check out the post, and when his position was secure, his fiance was
married to him by proxy in the London synagogue — since there was
no other functionary in New York — and then the bride was sent over.
They stayed about eight years, became homesick and returned to England.
After another bad experience, the congregation in 1768 accepted the
application of one of its own, Gershom Mendes Seixas. His father, Isaac
Mendes Seixas, divided his life between New York and Newport. Gershom
was born in New York in 1745; his next brother, Benjamin, arrived two
years later in Newport. No record has survived to tell us whether Gershom
learned the Separdic ritual in Newport from Rev. Isaac Touro, who came
to that community while the synagogue was under constuction and served

