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PREFACE
In what way does the story of the J e w in America differ from the
story of the Jew in other lands? In one important respect. In America,
unlike other lands, the Jew was present at the very beginning of things.
An Asser Levy in New Amsterdam, a Mordecai Campanall in Rhode
Island, an Adolph Sutro arriving in a covered wagon in San Francisco.
T h e number involved is not important. It is important that the Jew
was there. It is important that he must be counted as one of the
melange of peoples who began the building of America.
In Providence, 1854 marks a dual anniversary: Lhe centennial of
the first Jewish congregation in Providence and the Tercentenary of
Jews in the United States. W e observe these events—in part, at least—
in order to remind our neighbors of our early presence in this land;
and to remind ourselves that religious concernments stimulated the
first organized endeavor by Jews in this land—whether it was a synagogue, an all-clay school or a cemetery, the concernment was religious.
And in the years ahead it is my prayer that the religious concernments of our forerunners will become ours, that we shall strive for
depth and genuineness of feeling, that we shall encourage Jewish
learning and cultivate music and the arts, that we shall indeed reach
out for the life of the spirit. It is my prayer that in this land of ours
there be a famine—'not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but
of hearing the words of the Lord.'
RABBI
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INTRODUCTION
T h e celebration of the Tercentenary of the settlement of Jews in
the United States will serve more than one purpose.
Primarily this celebration will make us aware of our past in this
land, and of our part in the growth and development of the country.
But the year of jubilee will also stimulate us to gather material
and to write the history of our own community. T h i s history is long
overdue. T h e building blocks for such a history are waiting to be
picked up, and to be rescued from oblivion. T h e task is not an easy
one. It is by no means a simple one. Material is scarce. People were
not careful of preserving records. T h e material that is available must
be examined and evaluated. T r u t h must be separated from fiction.
Facts must be sifted out from mere rumors. Personal impressions must
not be allowed to replace historical judgment.
T h e task of gathering material for a history of our community is
not always as exciting as it may seem. It involves hard labor and
painstaking searching. It may take hours of reading, long distance
correspondence, and months of waiting to establish one minute detail
that will take up no more than a single phrase in the history of an
organization, an institution, a personality, or an event that took place
in our city.
As an example of the task of the historian, consider this work by
Mr. David C. Adelman:
In order to obtain the names listed here he spent hundreds of hours
in the libraries of the city and in the archives of the courts. T h e result
is a solid contribution to the history of the settlement of Jews in
Providence. T h e historian will welcome the hard facts contained in
this work. T h e layman will be interested in the human side of the
record. T h e y will be thrilled to find records of ancestors, of relatives,
of familiar names. When did they come? Where did they come from?
W h a t did they do?
T h e research of Mr. Adelman gives us a scheme upon which the
history of the Jews of Providence will have to be constructed.
1. The period before 1840. Individual Jews came and went in and
out of Providence in Colonial times. For the most part they were
the merchants of Newport and their agents. Witness the court
records of Providence from 1739 to 1860.
2. The period between 1840 to 1877. Congregations were already
in existence. T h e Jewish population in Providence and Pawtucket consisted of about 150 families. T h e beginning of a
community life is evident. Witness the records of the mass
meeting of 1877. T h i s meeting may well be called the first
.
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community-wide gathering, and it was a turning point in the
life of the community. It will make an interesting chapter in
the story of our community.
3. The period between 1S77 to the end of the century. These were
the years of great changes in the face of our community. New
immigrants came every day by the ship loads. They were in the
main from Eastern Europe
(Poland, Roumania, Galicia,
U k r a i n e ) . Examine the records of over 1230 naturalization
records copied by Mr. Aclelman. Look at the dates of entry and
the birthplaces of those who came after 1875. T h e data are
very revealing. T h i s is the period when all our present-day
communal agencies and institutions had their origin. Even the
latest agency can be traced to a forerunner during these 25 years.
4. The

period

betiueen

1900 and the end of World

War

I.

5. The period between the tivo World Wars to the present. These
50 years yield more recorded material, and most of the events in
our community are within the memory of many ol us. We have
with us a goodly number of people who helped shape the history
of our community. From them must come the building material
for the story of our community during this century.
T h i s invaluable work by David C. Adelman, President of the
Jewish Historical Association of Rhode Island, is the first published
effort of the association. Others will follow in the course of this year
of the Tercentenary. T h i s will be our contribution to the greater
history of the Jews of America.
BERVL

SEGAL

Opening remarks of David C. Adelman,
President
of the
Rhode
Island Jeivish Historical
Association,
before the first formal
meeting,
held at the John Brown House (Rhode
Island Historical
Society), .52
Power Street, Providence,
Rhode Island, February
12, 1953.
Ladies and Gentlemen:
It is my great pleasure and privilege to welcome you to the first
formal meeting of the Rhode Island Jewish Historical Association.
T h i s occasion is for me the fruition of a seed casually planted in
my youth when I began to collect books. Eager but inexperienced, I
had no goal and proceeded like a grasshopper. T r i a l and error proved
to be painful financially and compelled me to concentrate. I chose
to collect Rhode Island Americana and at first, subconsciously, but
later deliberately, searched for Jewish historical items. T h i s search
extended, over many years and disclosed that the history of the Jews
of Newport had been minutely examined by many Jewish historians
who contributed to the publications of the American Jewish Historical
Society. Errors had been made and were being perpetuated by repeti-
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tion such as the exaggeration of the Jewish population of colonial
Newport, the statement that Abraham Campanall had been made a
freeman and that the Jew, James Lucena, had been made a citizen
while Aaron Lopez had been denied naturalization a year later. T h e
incontrovertible facts show that the Jewish population of colonial
Newport never exceeded, if it ever reached two hundred, that Abraham
Campanall was not made a freeman but was given a license to conduct
a tavern and that James Lucena represented himself as a Portugese
and took, the oath "upon the true faith of a Christian".
In another connection, J o h n Mason, dramatic critic, writes:
" T h e r e is no good reason why history should become a series of
myths when the truth is accessible. Unfortunately, all too many
of us tend to approach history as victims of prejudice, repeaters
of hearsay and readers of headlines rather than small type. Not
having die time or inclination to do research we are apt to believe
what we would like to believe and to take it for truth . . . due to
the pressure of our own living we reduce lives to anecdotes (true
or false) to a few dramatic moments, or to single famous statements so that, even when the facts are available, most people
seem to prefer the legend and refuse to believe the truth when it
in any way dislodges the myth."
Rhode Island historians have paid little attention to the Jewish
community of Providence. In Field's History of Rhode Island, published in three volumes in 1902, the Jewish community was dismissed
in three lines and as late as 1909, a professor of Brown University published a derogatory description of the Jewish community of Providence, which, if true, applied only to a small segment of the community. Over the years historical material, such as old letters, photographs and organization records have been destroyed or disappeared.
Students who seek to write papers upon the Jews of Providence in connection with their school courses, are frustrated in their efforts when
they find that there is no material available. As we approach the three
hundredth anniversary of the settlement of the Jews in the United
States and the hundredth anniversary of the Congregation Sons of
Israel and David, this situation presents a challenge.
A little over three years ago, at the suggestion of R a b b i Braude, 1
undertook to write a history of the Congregation of the Sons of Israel
and David, not realizing at the time that the records of the congregation from 1854 to 1879 had been destroyed by fire, necessitating a search
of public records. W h i l e such a search is soul satisfying, it imposes
a great tax upon the time and resources of the individual and so when
Beryl Segal, early in 1951, published his essay in the Jewish Herald,
entitled "Anniversary of a Failure", I resolved that the time had come
to repair the damage of the past and to lay a solid foundation for the
future. One of the first persons whom I consulted was Mr. Roelker,
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Director of the Rhode Island Historical Society, in whose quarters
we are now meeting, and received such enthusiastic encouragement
that I then discussed the project at different times with R a b b i William
G. Braude, Mr. Beryl Segal, Mr. Arthur J . Levy, Miss Matilda Pincus,
Mr. Alter Boyman and Professor Israel J . Kapstein, with the result
that we obtained a charter on September II, 1951, for the following
purposes:
" T o procure, collect, and preserve books, records, pamphlets,
letters, manuscripts, prints, photographs, paintings, and any other
historical material relating to the history of the Jews of Rhode
Island: to encourage and promote the study of such history by
lectures and otherwise; and to publish and diffuse information as
to such history."
T h e question of headquarters became a problem because we required a place to work and hold our meetings and also a cabinet where
we could deposit and preserve historical material. T h e Jewish Community Center did not have a room available but could furnish us
with cabinet spacc. I discussed the situation in a casual conversation
with Mr. Roelker and he thought that we might be able to make arrangements to meet here. W e came to an agreement upon a temporary basis and the first meeting of the incorporators was held on November 20, 1951.

