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Jews at the Cape Fear Coast: A Portrait of
Jewish Wilmington, NC, 1860–1880
by
Anton Hieke

T

he years from 1860 to 1880 for Jewish Wilmington were
formative. From a city, then the largest settlement in North
Carolina, with a modest population of about sixty Jews in
1860, it developed into a thriving Jewish community of over two
hundred people twenty years later. Constituted predominantly by
immigrants from German Bavaria, ties already knotted in Europe
marked the community. In 1867, Wilmington Hebrew Congregation became the first congregation established in the state.
However, only a year later it was dissolved; the hazan, who
officiated in the absence of an ordained rabbi, was sent away
and the furniture of his residence auctioned off. It was apparently
not the lack of interest of the Jewish citizens that caused Wilmington Hebrew Congregation to fail. Indeed, another congregation,
Temple of Israel, was established only four years later that
remains active today. While discussing possible reasons for
the failure of the first congregation, this essay explores the
layers of identity of Wilmington Jewry during the twenty years
between 1860 and 1880: Jewish, southern/American, and
Deutsch/German.
The Beginnings: Early Jewish Wilmington until 1860
Wilmington, the seat of New Hanover County, is located at
the Cape Fear River near the North Carolina coast. Its first known
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Jewish residents, Aaron Lazarus and Aaron Riviera, came from
Charleston, South Carolina, at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Although the number of Jews grew steadily during the first half of
the 1800s, it did not exceed twenty individuals by 1849, all of
whom were native born.1 These Jews had to adapt their Jewish
identity because of the nature of life in a small Jewish community
and their failure to establish a congregation until after the Civil
War. Thus, some Jews attended services at St. James Episcopal
Church without officially converting or abandoning their ancestral faith.2 But, as Jacob Mordecai, one of the most prominent Jews
in early nineteenth-century North Carolina, suggested in a literary
criticism, “the modes of faith and forms of worship are immaterial; all equally acceptable [to God.].”3
Nonetheless, the tolerance apparently stopped at conversion.
When Gershon Lazarus, son of Aaron and grandson of Jacob
Mordecai, was baptized in 1823 against his father’s will, Aaron
Lazarus sent a stern letter to the Anglican bishop in Virginia,
Richard C. Moore, denouncing the ceremony performed at St.
James. He wrote
[I will] not conceal from you that it is my fervent hope that he
will after mature reflection and thorough investigation return to
what I [emphasis here and below in original] believe to be the
true faith, and become from principle what he was first, from accident. . . . Acts of precipitancy too often lead to pangs of
remorse, which as I conceive, is its peculiarity the duty of a
teacher of religion to regard against. I, sir, though firm in my
own faith do respect that of others and would not if it were in
my power . . . to disturb it.4

Following an agreement between Lazarus and the reverend
who had conducted the conversion, Gershon travelled to Richmond to study Jewish and Christian writings with Jacob
Mordecai, who had become a traditionalist leader of Richmond
Congregation Beth Shalome, and Bishop Moore to determine the
correctness of his (Gershon’s) decision. This incident reflects the
difficulties Jews met in areas with few coreligionists in order to
retain their Jewish association. Most of Jacob Mordecai’s descendants in Wilmington and comparable small towns converted to
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Christianity either out of conviction or as means of marrying
Christian social peers.5
At home, Jewish Wilmingtonians observed the Jewish Sabbath, and laymen officiated during the High Holy Days in private
homes within the city limits. Some residents most likely attended
services in synagogues in larger communities such as Richmond,
Virginia, or Charleston, South Carolina.6 As a result of their small
numbers, affiliations with out-of-town synagogues, and the disruptions caused by the Civil War, Wilmington’s Jewry failed to
form a congregation until 1867. Another reason might be found in
a division within Wilmington’s Jewry along lines of origin and
class that prevented unity. Sephardic Mordecai family members,
for example, chose intermarriage or Jewish spinsterhood rather
than considering German Jewish or Polish Jewish newcomers to
North Carolina for marriage partners.
To retain a pious life according to Jewish law was a challenge
for those who desired to do so. The supply of kosher meat, for instance, was not introduced to the city until 1876.7 Also, the first
permanent mohel appears in records five years earlier.8 For early
Jewish Wilmingtonians, the burial situation was especially problematic. The remains of deceased Jews had to be transferred to
Jewish cemeteries as far away as Charleston, Richmond, Norfolk,
or even New York for interment at great expense.9 No Jewish burial ground existed in the entire state of North Carolina, whose
Jewish population had numbered about four hundred individuals
as early as 1826.10 In 1852, a chevra kadisha was founded in Wilmington under the name True Brothers. It was the first
organization in the state with the explicit goal of establishing a
Jewish cemetery. The growth of the Jewish community through
the immigration of Central European Jews in the 1840s and 1850s
demanded a solution for handling the deceased. The recently arrived immigrants’ role in the society was so prominent that
Wilmington’s Daily Herald referred to the new organization as
“True Brothers (German Jews).”11 In 1855 the new burial ground
was dedicated as a part of the city cemetery with the attendance of
Christians and consecrated by Isaac Leeser, the prominent hazan
of congregation Mikveh Israel of Philadelphia, who was visiting
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the city.12 After the dedication the True Brothers continued their
work, provided burials in the ritually prescribed Jewish manner,
and assumed expenses for destitute Jews. The society remained a
bond for Jewish identity in Wilmington and carried on its work in
the ensuing decades alongside the Harmony Circle, a social club
founded in 1866, and the newly established lodges of B’nai B’rith
and Kesher Shel Barzel.13
Deutsch: Jewish Wilmington
and the Origin of its People, 1860–1880
Wilmington’s early Jewish community was largely composed
of descendants of old Jewish American families of Sephardic
background such as the Mordecais and Lazaruses. By 1860 the nature of the population had changed in favor of the German
element. Wilmington’s Jews from the Sephardic tradition no longer played a dominant role, unlike their counterparts in larger cities
like Savannah or Charleston. From twenty Jews in 1849, the community increased threefold by 1860.14 Between 1860 and 1880,
Wilmington’s Jewish population more than tripled. In 1860, 63
Jews lived in Wilmington (0.6 percent of the population), 116 in
1870 (0.86 percent), and 215 in 1880 (1.23 percent).15 Of the 116
Jewish Wilmingtonians who are identifiable in 1870, the census
closest to the formation of both congregations, 47 were American
born, 38 of whom were under the age of eighteen and children of
immigrants. Jewish Wilmington in 1870 was therefore a community of immigrants.16 And, the majority of the city’s adult Jews, 56 of
77, were from German states.17 Fourteen Jewish Wilmingtonians
came from Prussia but none of these verifiably from Prussia’s
Polish provinces. (For the origin of Wilmington’s German Jewish
immigrants, see the table on the facing page.)
Hasia Diner describes the typical German Jews in America of
the period between 1820 and 1880 as young, single male and female immigrants coming from rural communities in southern
Germany, predominantly from Bavaria. They had made their livelihood in Europe in small businesses and left because of economic
hardships, restrictions (to marry, for instance), and/or followed
relatives or friends in a chain migration pattern. In America they

HIEKE /JEWS AT THE CAPE FEAR COAST 5

Places of Birth for Jews of Wilmington, NC, 1860–1880
Based on the United States Censuses of 1860, 1870, and 1880
Origin

1860
18
9

1870
1
27
10

1880
1
40
12

Hessen-Darmstadt

1

3, (1)1

4

Prussia, not specified

2

7

4

Prussian Hanover

3

4

4

Prussian Hessen[-Kassel]Nassau
Prussian Westphalia

1

1

-

1

1

1

Prussian Silesia

-

1

1

Prussian Poland/ Posen,
resp. Poznán
Württemberg

-

-

3

-

1

3

Germany, not specified

6

-

1

[Total Germany]

[41]

[57]

[74]

Austria-Hungary

-

1

-

France

-

-

1

Great Britain

-

1

2

Russia/Russian Poland

-

1

1

Canada

-

1

1

USA

1, (15)

9, (38)

33, (92)

Origin unknown

1, (5)

8

11

Total

63

116

215

% of Population

0.6

0.86

1.23

Baden
Bavaria, mainland/not specified
Bavarian Palatinate

1

Numbers in parentheses refer to Wilmingtonians under 18 years of age.
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decided to settle in communities with other Jews from their home
region. Once sufficiently affluent, the single young men returned
to find spouses in the German villages and towns of their origin.18
This description matches the experiences of Jews in Wilmington: These people were young (the average adult Jewish
Wilmingtonian in 1870 was thirty-two-years-old up from thirtyone in 1860), single (in 1860, there were only eight Jewish married
couples), and self-employed or clerking for Jewish merchants. In
1870 the largest number of adult Jews were immigrants from Bavaria (thirty-eight), of whom at least ten were from Bavaria’s
extraterritorial province Bavarian Palatinate, also known as Rhenish Palatinate (in German: Bayerische Pfalz or Rheinpfalz). The
French Republic had occupied this German territory on the western bank of the River Rhine for about twenty years, beginning in
1795. Officially annexed into the Napoleonic Empire in 1801, it
remained French until the Congress of Vienna decreed its cession
to the Kingdom of Bavaria in 1815.19 As subjects of France, the
Jews in the Palatinate enjoyed political equality under the Code
Napoléon/Code Civil for thirteen years. In 1808, the French socalled Décret Infame, however, again limited the rights of Jews in
the Palatinate. Money lending was restricted, licenses for trading
had to be obtained annually, and new Jewish immigrants were
prohibited from settling in eastern France, i.e. the German provinces of the Empire.20 This décret remained in effect in the Bavarian
Palatinate until the 1840s but was, despite its anti-Jewish leitmotif,
rather liberal compared to the conditions in Bavaria proper. There,
Jews were liable to Bavaria’s illiberal jurisdiction aimed at the reduction of the state’s Jewish population. For instance, Bavarian
Jews were subjected to the Matrikelgesetz (license law): closed
Matrikel lists limited the number of Jews for each village and town
individually to prevent growth of the Jewish population. Jewish
residents received licenses to live in the community until their
numbers reached the limits. Licenses for additional Jews, newcomers or children of residential families, were then refused and
the surplus Jewish residents had to leave the community.21
The world the Bavarian immigrants left behind when they
ventured to America was still dominated by rural villages and
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small towns. Brothers Jacob, Daniel, and David Kahnweiler came
from Rockenhausen as minors with their father, Benedict, in the
1840s.22 The Blumenthals, Abraham and his children Jacob, Samuel, and Rosa, came from Teschenmoschel23 (today part of
Rockenhausen). Bernard, Lewis, and Sigmund Solomon were
from Ungstein,24 as was Jacob Loeb and likely his cousin Jacob
Lyon, born Loeb.25 Abraham Weill came from Lambsheim26 and
Frederic Rheinstein and his nephew Leopold Bluethenthal from
Münchweiler an der Alsenz.27 Nathan Greenewald was born in
Breunigweiler, his daughter-in-law Rosa Sternberger in neighboring Börrstadt, as was her sister Henriette who married Samuel
Blumenthal. West of Börrstadt lies Steinbach am Donnersberg, the
birthplace of Leopold and Henry Brunhild28 (originally Brünhild).
These villages and small towns were in fact situated in the Bavarian province of the Palatinate. Identifiable native villages of later
Wilmingtonians in the mainland of Bavaria include Bibergau29
(Julius Fernberger), Fellheim30 (Gustav Rosenthal and Bertha Solomon), Öttershausen31 (the Bear Family), Thüngen32 (Babette Bear,
née Forcheimer), and Forchheim33 (Lewis Schwarzman and Joseph
Lederer).
These Jewish immigrants followed the same pattern of chain
migration that holds true for much of the South and America.
Typically, relatives or acquaintances followed earlier immigrants.
Brothers William and Bernard Goodman sent to Bavaria first for
their sister, Sophie Liebman, and later for their brother, Moritz, to
work in their store.34 Rockenhausen is only about five miles from
Teschenmoschel, so at least an acquaintanceship between the
Kahnweilers and Blumenthals before their emigration can be assumed. Samuel Blumenthal brought over his parents, two
brothers, and a sister to Wilmington after the Civil War.35 His wife
Henriette Sternberger was born in Börrstadt, fifteen miles from
Samuel’s own birthplace. Breunigweiler, the Greenwalds’ home,
was within the same range. Jews of both Börrstadt and Breunigweiler attended services in the synagogue of Steinbach am
Donnersberg, the origin of Leopold and Henry Brunhild of Wilmington. Thus a connection dating back to Bavaria likely existed
for at least the Brunhilds, Blumenthals, the Sternberger sisters,36
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the Greenwalds and the Kahnweilers. In Ungstein, the Solomons
only lived about 7.5 miles away from the Weills in Lambsheim.
(See maps on the facing page.)37 The world of the closed communities of rural Southern Germany of the first half of the nineteenth
century strongly suggests that most of the immigrants from Bavaria or the Palatinate to Wilmington already knew each other.
Although Jews had constituted only a minority in the midnineteenth century German states,38 the Bavarian villages and
towns of origin of emigrants to Wilmington had considerable Jewish populations39 that provided a potentially rich network after
immigration, as well as a supply of German Jewish spouses. The
portion of Jews in the communities ranged from 3.5 percent in
Forchheim (103 Jews), 7.9 percent in Rockenhausen (140), 30 percent in Münchweiler (178), to 65 percent in Fellheim (92).40
Dürkheim, to which Ungstein belongs today, and Münchweiler
were also the seats of their districts’ rabbinates.41 Öttershausen,
the home village of the Bear family, on the other hand, had only a
small Jewish community of about fifteen to twenty persons
around 1820, and by 1880 it ceased to exist.42
Most of these communities were neither large nor prosperous. For Rockenhausen, the mayor reported in 1866:
The Israelites in Rockenhausen largely are not in favorable financial circumstances as they are almost entirely without means.
The other Israelites own some property but they have to be very
active in their business in order to feed their families. Only one
family is among them that might be called quite wealthy. 43

This wealthy family was in fact the Kahnweilers. Menasse
Kahnweiler, described as “a rich and very religious man,”44 set up
a small synagogue for the community on the upper floor of one of
his buildings in 1811.45 His son, Heinrich/Hirsch, uncle of Wilmington’s Kahnweilers, imported cotton and groceries, such as
coffee. As a member of Rockenhausen’s community council, Heinrich Kahnweiler participated in road construction and owned real
estate including forest land as well as sheep.46 Economic or financial hardships therefore do not seem to be reasons for the
Kahnweilers to have left Europe.
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The socioeconomic background of the grandfathergeneration of the German immigrants to Wilmington was rather
homogeneous regardless of the size of the home community. With
the exception of Marx Salomon Fernberg in Bibergau (probably a
relative of Julius Fernberger) who in 1817 was listed in French
records as a Schmuser, a term applied to a shadchen, the families of
the future immigrants of Wilmington were traders in one way or
another. The Böhr family of Öttershausen (Americanized to Bear
in Wilmington) sold horses,47 whereas the Rheinsteins of
Münchweiler48 and Levy Weill of Lambsheim dealt in cattle. Alexander Weill of the same community was a Kolonialwarenhändler,
meaning grocer.49 Abraham Salomon Fernberg of Bibergau50 as well
as Assor Brünhild of Steinbach am Donnersberg were also merchants. Samuel Brünhild of the same community dealt in
potassium.51 The noticeable wealth of the Kahnweilers, however,
was not normative for the immigrants from Germany to Wilmington. In 1810, the French Imperial occupants of the Palatinate
counted the Jewish population according to tax brackets in
order to raise the Kultusumlage, an early form of today’s
German church tax. Seventy percent of the Palatinate’s Jewry belonged to the two lowest brackets (as did the Rheinsteins of
Münchweiler, the Sternbergers of Börrstadt, and the Brünhilds of
Steinbach am Donnersberg), and 28 percent could be described
best as middle class (like the Löbs of Ungstein and the Weills of
Lambsheim). Only 0.7 percent was considered wealthy, as were
indeed the Kahnweilers.52 With the exception of this family, the
typical immigrant from the Palatinate to Wilmington therefore
came from a modest background but also did not belong to the
poorest layer of society.
In North Carolina, Jewish Wilmingtonians followed the economic tradition of their families, which was the typical pattern for
Jewish immigrants of that era. They were mostly self-employed
merchants, often beginning as clerks in Jewish-owned stores. In
1860, for instance, Jews owned twelve of eighteen clothing stores
in the city.53 In 1870, twenty-six adult Jewish Wilmingtonians
were dry goods and clothing merchants. Three were wholesale
liquor dealers (Nathan Mayer, Gustav Rosenthal, and Henry
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Samuel Bear, 1868, left, and Abraham Weill, c. 1890.
(Courtesy of New Hanover County Public Library, Wilmington, NC,
and, right picture, from its collection of Laura Freedlander. )

Brunhild). Herman Marcus operated a saloon, and Hannah Blumenthal a hotel. According to records, the only one working for a
non-Jewish owned company in 1870 was Solomon Haas, a railway
clerk,54 who had also failed as an independent dry goods merchant the previous year.55 By 1885 Frederick Rheinstein’s company
had developed into “the leading wholesale house in the state with
a trade of about a half million dollars.” After the Civil War, the
shoe company of Sigmund and Bernard Solomon distributed
shoes produced in Massachusetts throughout the South. Abraham
David ran a clothing factory and produced police uniforms.56
Many Jewish immigrants to Wilmington retained their German identity by participating in German organizations such as the
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A. David Company Building, still standing at 212 N. Front Street.
The company, founded in 1865, moved to this building in 1908.
(Courtesy of New Hanover County Public Library, Wilmington, NC.)
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German-American Alliance, the Germania Lodge of the Knights of
the Pythias, the Schützenverein (Rifles Club), and the German
Club. Many of the Jewish men present during the Civil War had
joined the German Volunteers. Economically, the German Jewish
immigrants worked also in fields traditional in their home regions
such as winemaking. Solomon Bear, for instance, was from one of
Bavaria’s important wine-producing regions near the river Main
and became North Carolina’s leading vintner. He later sent his
son to the Rhineland to improve the company’s skills in winemaking.57 The German language also remained important in the
community. At least until the turn of the twentieth century German was taught at Temple of Israel’s congregational school
together with Hebrew,58 and the temple’s Rabbi Mendelsohn gave
sermons in German.59 German identity was highlighted by Jewish
participation in the celebration of the birthday of Kaiser Wilhelm I
in 1887. Solomon Bear, Morris Katz, and Frederick Rheinstein
were members of the event committee the following year. When
the Kaiser died just two weeks before his ninety-first birthday, the
celebrations were turned into a requiem with Rabbi Mendelsohn
holding the memorial service at St. Paul’s Evangelical Lutheran
Church, as organized by Daniel Kahnweiler. For that occasion,
Jews draped their stores with black.60 Still, this emphasis on their
German background, like other pre-World War I German immigrants elsewhere in the United States, was carried out by a group
within southern society, not by separated outsiders.
Southern: Jewish Wilmingtonians
and Southern Identity, 1860–1880
Wilmington’s Jewry of 1860 was mainly composed of German immigrants who had settled in the city during the 1840s and
1850s and had become acculturated to the antebellum South. But
how southern were they in their identity? The Kahnweiler and
Brothers store, for instance, owned five slaves in 186061 and became involved in hunts for runaways.62 Historian Jonathan Sarna
wrote, “as a rule those southern Jews who could afford slaves
owned them—that was the southern way.”63 The Federal Census
for 1860 shows several Jewish Wilmingtonians with personal
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wealth over $15,000, like Abraham Weill ($55,000), Morris M. Katz
($50,000), and Libman Anathan ($18,000).64 The Kahnweilers,
however, were the only identifiable Jewish slaveholders in Wilmington in 1860. Even they owned slaves not as personal property
but through their company.

Reward notice for a runaway slave, showing Kahnweiler & Brothers
as the local agents, Wilmington Daily Journal, November 22, 1862.
(Courtesy of Anton Hieke.)

Overall, such a low number of slave owners is remarkable.
Christian Wilmingtonians did not see a problematic issue in owning slaves. New Hanover County had a slave population of about
seven thousand in 1860 compared with fifteen thousand free individuals.65 At the same time, German-born David Elias, Levi
Drucker, and Siegfried Frankenthal, fellow North Carolinian Jewish dry goods merchants from Charlotte, had no problem owning
slaves.66 In comparison to Jewish Wilmington, Atlanta had an
equally young and small Jewish community (fifty-two Jews in
1860).67 Unlike Wilmington, four out of the six Jewish families in
1850 owned slaves. As historian Steven Hertzberg points out, this
proportion corresponded to the 75 percent of slave owners among
Jews in larger cities such as Savannah and Charleston. Ten years
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later, Jews in Atlanta not only owned slaves but also dealt in them
as did David Mayer, Levi Cohen (that city’s first mohel), and, on a
larger scale, Solomon Cohen.68 On the other hand, information
indicates that Jews in Texas with a similar background as in Wilmington likewise owned few slaves.69 In fact, Texas had, like
North Carolina, a considerably lower slave population than Georgia or South Carolina.70 For Wilmington, the reason might be
found in the fact that the Jewish community was closely linked to
Philadelphia where antislavery sentiments were widely held
among its population. Jewish Wilmingtonians clearly could afford
purchasing slaves but either did not do so for ethical reasons, or,
as other southerners did during that period, simply rented them
or owned them outside of Wilmington.71 In addition, fellow Jewish immigrants who came to Wilmington were often related to or
acquainted with the Jewish merchants. They spoke the same language, German, and offered an alternative to a labor force based
on slavery.
During the Civil War, many Jewish Wilmingtonians also
fought for the Southern Cause, and Jacob Blumenthal and Henry
Wertheimer died for it. Solomon Bear joined the German Volunteers in 1861, before being discharged and sent to Europe to run
the blockade. Frederick Rheinstein and Abraham Weill both acted
as purchasing agents, the latter for medical supplies in Charlotte.72
Wilmington, as one of the last southern cities to surrender, developed into one of the major centers of supply for the South by
blockade running. During the war, the Kahnweilers offered rare
products they received through this smuggling, such as millinery,
shoes, and thread. Simon Kahnweiler went to Europe and served
as an agent. The family also chartered a ship and imported much
needed saltpeter and possibly used their father, Benedict, as an
agent in Philadelphia.73
Members of the later Temple of Israel, including M. M. Katz,
Gustav Rosenthal, David Eignbrunner, and Jacob Weil, had
served as soldiers.74 All of them immigrated in the late 1840s and
early 1850s, with Jacob Weil as late as 1857, and thus seemingly
internalized the Confederate cause. But how far can army service
be used as an indicator of acculturation? Solomon Fishblate, for
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Hebrew Section of Oakdale Cemetery, Wilmington, founded in 1855.
(Photograph by Jennifer Scott, New Hanover County Public Library.)

example, was born in New York and fought for the Union during
the war.75 Yet, he later became a Jewish adherent of southern
white, conservative racism in Wilmington.76 Jews in Wilmington,
coming to the city before the war or after, were fighting for their
homes and interests during the conflict, but their fluid regional
identity is reflected through their high mobility between northern
and southern states, and their conviction remains unclear.77 Apparently, serving the Confederacy, even voluntarily, did not
necessarily define the Jews of Wilmington as having an exclusive
southern identity. At the same time, serving the Union did not
exclude such an identity for later Wilmingtonians as exemplified
by Fishblate. The racism he accepted and performed was, of
course, not a sign of southerness but simply of the widespread
racism of his time throughout the United States (and Europe, one
might add).
Some Jews made their loyalty clear during Reconstruction
(1865 to 1877), when North Carolina, as the other former
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Confederate states, experienced times of political upheaval. Nathaniel Jacobi and Solomon Fishblate were outspoken supporters
of the conservative, white supremacist Democratic Party. Fishblate became the Democratic mayor of the city immediately after
the official end of Reconstruction in 1878 and governed Wilmington for four years, longer than any other mayor between 1866 and
1884.78 Samuel Bear, Abraham Weill, Gustav Rosenthal, David Aaron, and other Jewish Wilmingtonians joined the Young Men’s
Democratic Club, founded in 1863, with the purpose of supporting the Democrats.79 Opportunities for political activities were
expanded with the passage of Article 32 of North Carolina’s constitution in 1868 by the Republican Reconstruction government.
Previously Jews and non-Protestant Christians were excluded
from state office.80 It is, however, not known if some of the city’s
Jews supported the Republican Party.
Within Wilmington’s social and fraternal organizations, Jews
were active citizens of the community as members of Wilmington’s Masonic Lodge St. John (e.g., Solomon Weill, Abraham
Shrier, Nathan Mayer), the benevolent Royal Arcanum (e.g., Isaac
L. Greenewald, Jacob Weil), and the Independent Order of the

Solomon H. Fishblate, 1895.
(Courtesy of New Hanover
County Public Library,
Wilmington, NC.)
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Odd Fellows’ Cape Fear Lodge (e.g., William Goodman and Nathaniel Jacobi).81 Historian J. S. Reilly claims that Nathaniel Jacobi
played a pivotal role in the formation of the Wilmington chapters
of the American Legion of Honor and the Knights of Honor.82
Overall, Jewish Wilmingtonians were integrated members
of Wilmington’s white society and supporters of their southern
home during the war. On the other hand, their identity as
southerners is somewhat problematic. Apparently, Jewish Wilmingtonians were rather unfixed in their regional identity and
constantly moved between North and South. Only sixteen of the
sixty-three Jews in Wilmington of 1860 were still present in the
city in 1880 and could be identified in the census.83 Many Jewish
Wilmingtonians had close ties to Philadelphia, a city easily accessible through a direct steamship line. The Kahnweilers resided
there for several years in the 1840s after immigrating to the United
States and before coming to Wilmington,84 as had the families of
David Aaron, Isaac Reichman, Jacob Loeb, and others.85 Samuel
Blumenthal had peddled in Pennsylvania,86 and Morris M. Katz
managed a Philadelphia hotel before coming to Wilmington in
1853.87 Of the Jewish Wilmingtonians in 1860, twenty-seven found
a new home elsewhere by 1870, and most of them, twenty-one, in
Philadelphia.88 By 1880, several Jewish families from Wilmington
had moved to Philadelphia and then returned, as did the families
of Simon Anathan, David Aaron, Jacob Lyon, and Solomon
Levy.89 The Nathan Greenwalds came from Philadelphia to Wilmington by 1880.90 Abraham Weill and his family resided in
Wilmington in 1860, in Philadelphia in 1870, and in Wilmington
again in 1880, whereas son Charles reportedly resided in California for some time between 1870 and 1880.91 Philadelphia also
became important in the process of forming the second Wilmington congregation. Rabbi Marcus Jastrow of Philadelphia’s
congregation Rodeph Shalom inspired and guided the formation
of Temple of Israel.92
New York was the other important city for Jewish Wilmingtonians. Several New York Jews moved to Wilmington after the
war. Typically, these newcomers acted as agents for northern
companies, like Solomon H. Fishblate and his brother Ephraim for
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Louis Davis & Co. of New York.93 Usually, relatives ran the mother companies. In the 1870s, tobacco dealers and brothers Henry
Humboldt and Charles Kasprowicz did business in the name of
their father who lived in New York.94 Daniel Kahnweiler most
likely returned to Wilmington from New York where his family
had moved by 1870 in order to manage the family’s store in North
Carolina.95 Isaac D. Ryttenberg “commenced business since the
occupation of Wilmington by federal troops.”96 He was an officer
of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation and possibly worked with
his brother Marcus for their father Joseph, who had relocated from
New York to Sumter, South Carolina.97 The mobility of Jewish
Wilmingtonians was not confined to business relations. For instance, Robert and Louisa Katz lived in New York in 1880, while
their father, Morris, resided in Wilmington.98
Richmond, Baltimore, and Charleston, the large Jewish communities closest to Wilmington, appear to have exerted little
substantial pull to Wilmington’s residents. Only the Jacobis, Moses Spertners, and Nathan A. Cohens lived in Charleston before
coming to North Carolina. J. I. Macks, born in Virginia, was the
only one who had resided in Baltimore before coming to Wilmington.99 Other Jewish Wilmingtonians left the city for even farther
places. Prussian-born Charles Posner, a clerk in Wilmington in
1870, may have gone to the Dakota Territory; and Austrian-born
Charles Boskowitz, also a clerk in 1870, went to Carson City, Nevada, by 1880 (he also married a Christian).100 Julius Fernberger
and his wife Theresa, née Bear, returned to Bavaria in 1888.
The birthplaces of their children especially reflect the Jewish
Wilmingtonians’ high mobility. Twenty of Wilmington’s sixtythree Jews in 1860 were minors, eleven of whom were born in
North Carolina; one, Harry Loeb, in Pennsylvania. The three children of Hanoverian Herman Marcus were born in Connecticut
(the family resided in Wilmington since about 1858 and returned
to New Haven, Connecticut, by 1880).101 In 1880, Wilmington was
home to ninety-two Jewish children, seventy-two of them born in
North Carolina. Of the other twenty, one each was born in Illinois
(Joseph Scharff), New York (Benedict Kahnweiler), Tennessee
(Miriam Greenwald), Alabama (Theresa Scharff), and Missouri
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(William Rosenthal, whose parents were in Wilmington in 1860,
but had moved to Missouri by 1864 where William was born. The
family returned to Wilmington by 1880). Seven were born in
Pennsylvania, four in Virginia, and three in Georgia. 102 In their
mobility, Jewish Wilmingtonians therefore defy being confined to
a southern identity and were rather, to paraphrase historian Mark
Bauman, Jewish Americans: Southern Style.103
Jewish: The Two Congregations of Wilmington
As early as 1852 in his Occident and Jewish Messenger, Isaac
Leeser had bemoaned the fact that there was no synagogue in
North Carolina although there were enough Jews to be found in
the state, a criticism he repeated in 1860.104 In 1867, he emphasized:
It is curious that in all North Carolina there is not a Jewish congregation. There are many individuals at Wilmington,—I hear
more than one hundred and twenty souls,—of whom at least
ninety-five are adults, many in Newbern, others in Fayetteville,
others again in Charlotte, and thus far it has been an utter failure
to have as much as a Shochet in any of these places. I hope it
may be different soon, as the present state of things is not alone
disgraceful, in a religious point of view, but hurtful to Israelites—to their respectable standing in the community; for their
townsmen are not blind to the fact that of all denominations the
Jews alone are without a place of worship or any religious organization.105

Besides the situation being discussed among Christians, or
“their townsmen” as Leeser put it, Wilmington’s reputation within broader American Jewry also suffered. In a private letter to
Leeser in 1867 Alfred T. Jones, president of Philadelphia’s Congregation Beth El Emeth and future editor of the Jewish Record,
wrote: “Your description of the Jews of Wilmington is not very
hopeful, but I fear it is but a sample of those in the South & South
Western towns. Mammon appears to be the god they worship
everywhere & every thing [sic] is sacrificed to moneymaking,
which must be obtained at price.”106
Although efforts had been made to establish a congregation
as early as 1860,107 the war precluded success. Apparently it was
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Leeser’s repeated public criticism that sparked the establishment
of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation on Rosh Hashanah in 1867.
The importance of this event was stressed by an invitation to the
governor of North Carolina to attend the ceremony. Although he
declined, he sent his greetings.108 In its coverage of the event, the
Occident stated twenty-three members and several sponsors raised
almost two thousand dollars in postwar Wilmington for a house
of worship109 that eventually occupied a former church.110 The
congregation was dissolved, however, only a year later and the
hazan, E. M. Myers, left Wilmington for New York. The Wilmington Star covering the event stated the lack of funding for the
congregation as the reason for its failure. The fact that the furniture at the hazan’s residence was auctioned off seems to support
this.111 The reason given, however, does not seem completely
plausible since four years later the problems in funding were obviously solved when the permanent Reform Temple of Israel was
established and twenty thousand dollars was raised for the building of a synagogue in 1876.112 Wilmington Hebrew Congregation
appears to have been dissolved because of tensions between the
congregation and hazan over the issue of orthodox practice and
personal reasons.
Rabbi Martin Weitz, in his centennial history Bibilog of Temple of Israel, sees Wilmington Hebrew Congregation as a result of
Leeser’s efforts to fight reform as propagated by Isaac Mayer Wise
of Cincinnati and David Einhorn of Baltimore and Philadelphia,
by increasing the number of traditional congregations in the United States.113 The same year that the Wilmington congregation was
established, Leeser, for instance, also initiated the formation of the
Hebrew Benevolent Congregation in Atlanta.114 As to its orthodox
nature, Wilmington’s Hazan Myers stated in 1867 “that everything has been organized on orthodox principles, and that these
will be preserved in all public affairs.”115 His congregants, however, apparently disagreed. Even though they had observed the holy
days in an orthodox style before the official establishment of the
congregation,116 overall submittal to traditionalism, as Hazan Myers demanded, appears to have been impossible or not desired by
the majority of Wilmington’s Jews. The observance of tradition by
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the congregants of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation was held so
low that Hazan Myers in December 1867, about two and one-half
months after the establishment of the congregation, deliberated to
his congregants:
[His] object was, if possible, to induce them to close their establishments on the Sabbath day. He pointed out to them most
forcibly the necessity for their so doing, and the great and lasting
injury they were doing to the growing generation by its violation. He went on to point out to them the ridiculous position in
which they placed themselves by forming a congregation and
not keeping the Sabbath, and appealed in the strongest manner
to their feelings as Jews, as men and as parents. 117

Resolutions were passed on that occasion with the congregation pleading in written form their desire to keep orthodox rules—
with little result. Within the sole year of Wilmington Hebrew
Congregation’s existence, the Occident reported on another occasion that the hazan repeated his requests publicly. In March 1868,
Jewish Wilmingtonians had invited him to a “surprise party . . . in
token of their good feeling and commendation.”118 This was a
goodwill event to bring together hazan and congregation. He used
the occasion to demand their adherence to orthodoxy once more.
He said:
[That] if they failed in the observance of that duty, they rendered
themselves a “by-word and a laughing-stock among the nations,” and neglected a fundamental principle of our holy
religion. That he referred to it upon the present occasion, because it was a subject so near to his heart that he would never
rest in his endeavors until he had accomplished it, and that it
was necessary to his happiness amongst them.119

There is little doubt that Hazan Myers had submitted both
articles to the Occident himself. The hazan’s complaints were reprinted in the London Jewish Chronicle and the German Der
Israelit,120 thus exposing and denouncing Wilmington Jewry’s failures in observance and practice internationally, including to their
families in Europe. As it appears, neither hazan nor congregants
were very happy with each other. In 1867, Isaac Leeser had introduced E. M. Myers as a scholar.121 Within his year in North
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Carolina, he indeed published a revision of Twelve Hundred Questions and Answers on the Bible by the London rabbis M. H. and I. H.
Myers.122 Unfortunately for him, Wilmington was small and home
to a Jewish community unwilling to abide by orthodox practice—
a matter genuinely dear to Myers. Having lived without hazan or
rabbi for years, the congregants apparently were also unwilling to
give up their individual autonomy. Myers was therefore obviously fighting an already lost battle. From the congregants’
perspective, the result of their struggle for a Jewish congregation
left them with an uncompromising hazan who constantly admonished them.
Another reason for the failure of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation might be found in the different backgrounds of its
members, as exemplified by the officers. Of the congregation’s five
officers, three were non-Germans: President Nathaniel Jacobi,
born in England; Treasurer Isaac D. Ryttenberg, native of Russian
Poland; and trustee Abraham Wronski, born most likely in Prussian Poland. Only Vice President Gustav Rosenthal, native of
Bavaria, and trustee Herman Marcus, born in Prussian Hanover,
were from the German provinces.123 The board therefore did not
represent the Jewish community of Wilmington in 1870 that was
predominately influenced by German culture and less firmly rooted in orthodoxy in comparison to Jews coming from eastern
Europe including from Polish Prussia.124 As there are no minutes
available for this congregation, the non-German Jews’ role in the
formation of the congregation remains unknown. However, they
appear rather influential when taking into consideration their
overrepresentation on the board and the difficulties between the
orthodox hazan and less traditional, mostly German congregants.
The majority of the congregants had been raised in a Jewish
environment in German states where modernization and
the Haskalah were exerting an impact well before they reached
eastern Europe.125 In the first decades of the nineteenth century,
many German administrations also had commenced to demand
Jewish “Emancipation through Bildung.” Bildung, education and
cultivation according to the majority’s German norms, was seen
as the foundation of emancipation, or better acculturation to
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German culture.126 Rabbis were required to have university
degrees, to speak German, and to refrain from Yiddish during
services.127 These measures laid the basis for a “reforming”
Judaism in German-speaking Europe and thus, through the
immigrants, in America. In addition, Wilmington’s Jewish community was closely linked to Philadelphia and constantly moving
between North Carolina and Pennsylvania. Philadelphia’s
congregations were moving away from orthodoxy and undergoing reforms in the 1860s themselves, and influential reformers
like David Einhorn, Samuel Hirsch, and Marcus Jastrow occupied
the city’s pulpits.128 Moreover, Isaac Leeser, who had supported
not only Wilmington Hebrew Congregation but also a more
conservative approach to reforming American Judaism, died
in 1868. Thus, Leeser’s “alternative strategy aimed at regenerating
Jews within the confines of Jewish law lacked a nationwide
champion and lost ground,” as historian Jonathan Sarna
wrote.129 Moreover, Jews had experienced life in more or less secular surroundings in North Carolina for at least a decade. To

Postcard showing Market Street, looking east from Fourth Street,
with Temple of Israel on right, 1910.
(Courtesy of New Hanover County Public Library, Wilmington, NC.)
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Hazan Myers’s dismay, his congregants apparently possessed, as
historian Stephen Whitfield phrased it, a “braided identity” as
Jews:
Jews might tincture the values and lives of other Southerners;
but they lacked the numbers or the will to form a vigorous, cohesive, and self-sustaining subculture of their own. They were
especially susceptible to the regional pride and mores that, beginning in the nineteenth century, were so pervasive and
intense.130

Wilmington announcement, 1876.
(Courtesy of New Hanover County Public Library, Wilmington, NC.)

As southerners, Jews in Wilmington had managed to balance
their Jewish and southern or, more accurately, their American,
identity. They kept their self-perception of being Jewish, followed
Jewish traditions and laws. In 1871, for instance, the Wilmington
Star reported that so many Jews had honored the holidays and
had closed their stores that “some of the business localities would
have presented the appearance of Sunday.”131 But despite some
symbols of their Judaism, overall submittal to Jewish law, as Myers demanded, appears to have been no longer desirable for the
majority of Wilmington’s Jewry. Traditional practice would also
have set them apart too dramatically from the rest of Wilmington’s society.
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Orthodoxy itself separated Jews adherent to this branch of
Judaism from gentile Americans ideologically since Jerusalem was
in the center of traditional religious and spiritual identity. One
part of the seder at Passover puts the tenet in a nutshell when the
traditional Haggadah reads: “This year we celebrate [the Passover
seder] here, but next year we hope to return to celebrate it in the
land of Israel. This year we are bondsmen, but next year we hope
to be free men.” Jews in America, and especially those living in
the South, had experienced the true meaning of an existence as
bondsmen or slaves. As eyewitnesses of slavery themselves, they
were most likely aware of the incompatibility of this idea with
their own situation as free people. Moreover, the spiritual orientation toward the land of Israel with the expressed hope for
redemption to end the Diaspora in this foreign land (the United
States) had conflicted ideologically with the desire to find a permanent home in America. Earlier generations of American Jews
could only abandon their faith if they found it to be unfulfilling,132
as did some of Jacob Mordecai’s children. Jews now had an alternative in the early Reform movement that reflected their reality as
Jews for whom the Diaspora had ended with their life in America.
Consequentially, Reform Judaism moved America into the center
of the national creed, the same way as its German counterpart,
Liberales Judentum, did with the German Empire.
In some German states, the Gemeindezwang (literally, “compulsion of community”) required Jews until the 1870s to either
belong to the Jewish community in their hometown or to convert
to Christianity.133 It consequentially made the leaders of the Jewish communities both influential and inescapable. The immigrants
to Wilmington, however, were not bound to a Gemeindezwang they
knew in Europe. They were free to make decisions on behalf of
their congregations, especially with emerging Reform Judaism
that also allowed the congregation to contest the power of their
rabbis. Thus, a situation where neither hazan nor congregants apparently were happy with one another provided an option for
Wilmington’s Jewry. As Americans they were free to make changes. In Atlanta, the congregation that was formed the same year as
the one in Wilmington also took steps toward reform after
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Leeser’s death. Atlanta’s Hebrew Benevolent Congregation hired
a new rabbi who would lead them to further modifications.134
Members of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation chose a different
path by allowing the congregation to fade away altogether. Rabbi
Weitz wrote, “attendance diminished, membership declined, and
revenues—and the great hopes of 1867 ceased to be.”135 The hazan
was sent away, the building abandoned, and services were held at
private homes including that of Nathaniel Jacobi. Overall, the dissolution of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation appears to have
been an internal agreement among the congregants against their
hazan and his traditionalism.
Yet, to dispense with a synagogue altogether was not an option. Instead of a neglect of Judaism or a hollow devotion to it in
accord with southern public religiosity, the years following the
failure of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation saw an accentuation
of the former congregants’ Jewish identity. The Harmony Circle
was founded in 1866. In 1874, North State Lodge, no. 222, of the
Independent Order of B’nai B’rith was established. Two years later, Manhattan Lodge, no. 158, of the benevolent Kesher Shel
Barzel followed.136 The lists of officers of these organizations were
more or less identical. For younger Jews, the Irving Literary and
Debating Society was founded in 1873, and in 1881, the Young
Men’s Hebrew Association.137 Among other activities, the organizations invited lecturers to Wilmington to discuss aspects of
Jewish life. That way the organizations fostered interaction between Jews and gentiles. Former Governor Zebulon Vance
provides the most prominent example with the deliverance of
his philosemitic “The Scattered Nation” presentation at the
request of the True Brothers Society.138 The Ladies’ Concordia
Society, officially formed in 1872, was equally important for
the development of the new congregation. Although some
evidence indicates the women of Wilmington had already
supported Wilmington Hebrew Congregation in 1867, their
works benefited Reform Temple of Israel the most. Through fundraising events such as balls, concerts, and festivals,
the women’s auxiliary supported the construction of the synagogue the same way as ladies’ societies did in other communities.
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They provided the organ, Torah, and maintenance of the building.139
Four years after the failure of the traditional congregation,
mentored by Isaac Leeser, his Reform counterpart Isaac Mayer
Wise reported:
[There] is no Hebrew congregation in the State of North Carolina. . . . It is, therefore, of particular interest to learn that our coreligionists of Wilmington, N.C. have resolved to establish a
Minhag America congregation in that city and to erect a synagogue. . . . Some forty men had responded to the call, resolved
upon the construction of a congregation, the erection of a synagogue, the adoption of the Minhag America, and subscribed
$3,000 on the spot, to carry out all these points. 140

Wise propagated the idea of adjusting Judaism to the realities
of life in America. For this purpose, “he . . . traveled the length
and breadth of the country, preaching, dedicating new synagogues, and spreading the gospel of Jewish religious reform
wherever he went.”141 Wise had visited Wilmington in 1850142 but
it is unknown if he revisited the city in the 1870s. His ideas, however, found fertile soil, and Wilmington’s Jews began preparation
for the establishment of a new congregation. Rabbi Marcus Jastrow, a prominent rabbi of Philadelphia, was invited to
Wilmington to help in the process of establishing the new congregation, which was officially organized in 1872. Three years later,
however, Wise scorned Wilmington’s Jewry for still not having
found a house of worship and a permanent rabbi. He was especially affronted by the fact that Nathaniel Jacobi’s son, Edward,
was buried by a Baptist clergyman because there was no rabbi
available. (Nathaniel Jacobi himself typically officiated as a lay
reader.) Wise wrote:
[There] is no place of worship, no minister, not one single person
who could have conducted the simple services usually performed at the grave of an Israelite. Is this not a shame, a disgrace
and reproach to all Israel? That such a large number of persons,
claiming to be Israelites, should be content to live without a
semblance of religious organization, and only awake to a
knowledge of necessity therefore by the occurrence of a death in
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their midst is very singular, and deserves no better name than
criminal neglect.143

The building was erected within one year, and a rabbi was
hired. Jastrow’s student, Lithuanian-born Samuel Mendelsohn of
Philadelphia officiated as the congregation’s rabbi until shortly
before his death in 1922. The news coverage of the dedication of
the temple indicated that membership totaled approximately forty, about twice the number of the previous congregation.144
Whereas Germans and non-Germans alike had served as officers
of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation, the officers of the new
congregation were, with the exception of Treasurer Nathaniel Jacobi, exclusively German: President Solomon Bear, Vice
President Abraham Weill, Secretary Jacob I. Macks (born in
Virginia to Bavarian parents), and directors Frederick Rheinstein,
Solomon Levy, Morris M. Katz, Nathan Greenwald, and
Herman Marcus.145 These men thus represented the community
majority. Yet, fervent Reform was not forced upon a community
whose orthodoxy had failed only four years before. As
Leonard Rogoff writes, “Typical of American congregations,
Temple of Israel’s commitment [to Reform] was inconsistent
and wavering. The Temple included an organ and family pews.
There were no daily services nor were skullcaps required.
Rather than Wise’s Minhag America, the prayer book first chosen
was Rabbi Benjamin Szold’s Abodat Yisrael, amended by Rabbi Jastrow, which served to mediate between reform and
traditionalism.”146
The ceremonies in connection with the erection of Temple of
Israel, the first Jewish house of worship built solely for that purpose in North Carolina, were marked by American and southern
symbols. Representatives of the St. John and Wilmington Masonic
lodges laid the cornerstone of the new Moorish-style building on
July 15, 1875. 147 Residents of the city participated by marching in a
procession.148 And they deserved to be included: Christian Wilmingtonians had donated money toward the erection of the
temple because, as the Morning Star phrased it, “[The city’s Jews]
are but a handful as compared with other denominations and
must of necessity rely upon a certain outside aid.”149
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Ground was broken on May 20, 1875, the centennial of
the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, North Carolina’s
alleged dissolution of its ties with Britain that occurred
before any other colony.150 A facsimile copy of the declaration
was laid into the cornerstone, along with lists of the local
B’nai B’rith lodge, the True Brothers Society, the Harmony
Club,151 and nondenominational fraternal organizations,
including the Free Masons. Also placed within the cornerstone
were local and New York newspapers (one being from
1775), bylaws of the temple, bonds and currency of the
Confederacy, money of the Union minted during and after the
Civil War, and European coins, mostly from the southern German
states.152
For the congregation, however, not all was settled and peaceful. Tensions still appeared among the congregants and also with
the rabbi. In October 1877, the Jewish South printed an anonymous
letter to the editor that presented both congregation and rabbi in
an unfavorable light:
The affairs of the congregation are, alas, not in as prosperous a
condition as at the time when you [editor Dr. E. B. M. Browne]
were here with us; dissensions have arisen, disturbing seriously
the attendance at service and completely disorganizing our former fine choir. This sad state of affairs has been brought about
mainly by the officiating, [sic] minister who is a young man possessed of an uncontrollable, [sic] rash temper, and instead of
healing these wounds, seems to have made it a study to increase
and aggravate the cause.153

At least one member left the congregation for reasons other
than departing Wilmington. Abraham Wronski, formerly an officer of Wilmington Hebrew Congregation, resigned his seat in
1876.154 Most tensions, however, were overcome and the congregation moved towards Reform. In 1878, Temple of Israel joined
the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC), the recently formed central organization of the American Reform
movement.155 Two years later, the congregation had thirty-eight
members and the same number of children enrolled in Sabbath
school.156 Temple of Israel proved to be one of the enduring
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Temple of Israel’s historic sanctuary as it appears today.
(Photograph by Jennifer Scott, New Hanover County Public Library.)

congregations of the American Southeast and remains in existence
as a Reform congregation today.157
Conclusion
For Jewish Wilmington the two decades between 1860 and
1880 proved to be formative. Within these twenty years, the city’s
Jewish population more than tripled, from about sixty to over two
hundred. Comparable to many Jewish communities in America of
the period, most Jewish Wilmingtonians were immigrants from
Central Europe, predominantly from Bavaria and the Bavarian
Palatinate. They typically came from rural towns with a rather
large Jewish proportion and from families with traditional Jewish
professions as self-employed petty merchants, generating only
modest income. They therefore represented the typical contemporary German Jewish immigrants. Once in America, Jews
who resided in Wilmington demonstrated a high mobility that
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connected them especially with Philadelphia and New York. A
residence in one of these cities was typical for Jews before coming
to or after leaving Wilmington. The choice to move to North Carolina, either directly from German states or indirectly through
Philadelphia or New York, was apparently often made on the basis of associations previously formed in the old country. Within
the city, they overwhelmingly became self-employed merchants
or worked as clerks for small retail establishments owned by Jews,
similar to Jews in other communities throughout the United
States.
They were not exclusively or even primarily southern in their
American identity. As many Jewish Wilmingtonians fought and
some died for the Confederacy during the Civil War, their support
for their southern home seems obvious, but there also appear limits in their southern acculturation. Unlike Jews in some other
southern communities, Jewish Wilmingtonians were, with the exception of one family, not slaveholders in 1860 and instead relied
on cheap immigrant workers, typically relatives or acquaintances.
In this, Jewish families and businesses resembled more an antebellum North than the South. With only temporary residence in the
South, Jews of the city were not limited to a southern identity, but
were Americans with rather flexible identities that bridged North
and South even in an era of tensions between the regions. As residents of Wilmington, they actively participated in the city’s
society by joining benevolent and secret societies, the Masons being one example. Jewish Wilmingtonians also became politically
active as exemplified by Democrat Solomon Fishblate.
Wilmingtonians established the state’s first Jewish congregation in 1867, but Wilmington Hebrew Congregation did not reach
its second anniversary. It had been the product of the desire of
Wilmington’s Jews to establish their own house of worship and
Isaac Leeser’s constant pressure upon its necessity. The reasons
for its failure were to be found in the tensions between hazan and
congregation over the practice of traditional Judaism itself. The
fact that most congregants were immigrants from the German
states and acculturated in America over several decades proved
incompatible with the maintenance of traditional Judaism as their
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admonishing and inflexible hazan demanded. The hazan’s rigid
emphasis on ritual and practice conflicted with the realities of life
in Wilmington. In addition, the constant movement of Wilmington’s Jewry between North Carolina and Philadelphia also
brought them in contact with the emerging Reform movement in
Pennsylvania. The first congregation was dissolved rather than
reform, a path taken in Wilmington that was unique when compared to other Jewish communities such as Atlanta that developed
towards an Americanized Judaism at the same time. Although the
congregation was allowed to fade, the early 1870s saw an accentuation of Jewish identity through the establishment of Jewish
organizational, social, and spiritual structures. Reform Judaism
provided an alternative to the rigidness of traditionalism for Jews
in Wilmington, as elsewhere in the United States. In 1872, a new
congregation, Temple of Israel, was formed and during the decade
moved towards Reform; a building was erected in 1876. Overall,
Wilmington Jewry developed their Judaism according to their
own needs, with setbacks such as the failure of the first congregation, but eventually laying the basis for a lasting American Jewish
Reform congregation with Bavarian roots in the South.
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