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NOTES AND DOCUMENTS 

 
A Polish Jew on the Florida Frontier  

and in Occupied Tennessee:  
Excerpts from the Memoirs of Max White1 

 
by  

 
Richard E. Sapon-White 

 
n the late 1850s, few young Jews recently arrived in the Unit-
ed States from Poland chose to live in Florida. Fortunately, 
one who did, Max White, wrote his memoirs of those years, 

leaving us a remarkable, personal account of life on the Florida 
frontier as well as a description of his visit to Union-occupied 
Tennessee during the Civil War.  

White’s account is impressive for several reasons. First, he 
experienced the South as an outsider. As such, he was able to ob-
serve and record events without the biases of those caught up in 
the issues of the day. He had his own convictions, of course, but 
by and large kept them to himself, perhaps because he recognized 
that these views often differed from those around him. His opin-
ions about sport hunting and, more importantly, his negative 
view of slavery could stir up very strong emotions against him. 

Second, his narrative goes beyond recording observations to 
incorporate his moods and fears. He nearly jokes about the terror 
of the coming yellow fever epidemic, referring to it as Mr. Yellow 
Jack, “a grand old visitor.” He stands in awe of his own calm in 
the face of rampant violence, and reports his depression on being 
swindled by a casual acquaintance. By providing this evocative 
account, the reader is given more than a dry retelling of events. 
White’s memoirs provide a living, breathing sense of those critical 
times. 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, personal accounts of 
Tampa and Key West prior to the Civil War are few in number, 

I 
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especially those providing the perspective of recent Jewish immi-
grants. His brief encounters with notables of the day, including 
Winfield Scott, Andrew Johnson, and Judah P. Benjamin, also add 
to the value of the document. 

Max A. White was born Avraham Mordechai Weiss in Kalisz, 
Russian Poland, on March 16, 1835.2 The son of a tailor, he was 
apprenticed to a tailor at a young age. According to his memoirs, 
his impending conscription into the czar’s army prompted his 
family to leave Kalisz around 1851. After living in Hull and Lon-
don, England, for about three years, he sailed to the United States, 
arriving in February 1854.  

Applying the skills he learned as an apprentice in Poland, 
White worked as a tailor and clothing storeowner throughout his 
life. Like many other Jewish immigrants, his early business ven-
tures involved his immediate and extended family, including his 
father, uncles, and an uncle’s brother-in-law. Although many 
young immigrant entrepreneurs began their careers as peddlers,3 
Max started work in the United States as a tailor, selling the suits 
he made to shop owners, first in New York and then in Boston. 
After earning enough to pay back his Uncle Fishel4 for his steam-
ship ticket, he set to work earning enough to bring his siblings, 
father, and stepmother from England. Because Max’s two uncles 
preceded his arrival in the United States, they were able to pro-
vide him with the financial and social support that enabled him to 
adjust to life in a new country. Some Jewish families, such as Sa-
lomon and Nathaniel Guggenheimer of Lynchburg, Virginia, also 
skipped peddling as an initial step toward business success, be-
cause they arrived in the United States with sufficient funds to 
begin businesses.5  

From his arrival in the United States until the 1890s, White 
sought places where business opportunity seemed best. He wan-
dered to Boston, New York City, Tampa, Key West, Memphis, 
Baltimore, and Rochester, New York, and eventually settled in 
Newark, New Jersey, in the 1890s.  

In terms of religious observance, White wrote of the im-
portance of keeping kosher and his search for a synagogue where 
he could attend weekday morning services while visiting another 
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city. He often referred to famous rabbis, the Talmud, and the Ta-
nach. He was an early member of the Rochester Jewish community 
from the late 1860s to the mid-1880s. In the 1908 addendum to his 
memoirs, he mentioned that his son arranged for him to stay at 
kosher hotels on at least two occasions. Although he described 
himself as “not religious,” he clearly was well educated in Jewish 
law and lore and, at least in his later years, adhered to Orthodox 
practice. 

White was married to Anna Lewin (or Lewine) in 1862. He 
fathered six children: Rose, Henry (also known as Harry), Jacob, 
Joseph, Gussie, and Lazarus. About 1890, while living in Roches-
ter, Anna and Max began to quarrel, mostly over religious issues. 
According to Max, atheism and anarchism “took root in her,” and 
she refused to keep a kosher home any longer. Emma Goldman 
also lived in Rochester during this period while she worked in the 
garment industry and read the anarchist newspaper Die Freiheit.6 
Possibly the same factors influencing Goldman also impacted An-
na. Certainly, Anna’s animosity to religion influenced her 
children, as Max bemoaned that in later years his children were 
“not religious.” Max and Anna finally separated in 1894 despite 
efforts by their older children to have the two reconcile. After 
leaving his wife, White moved in with his widowed sister, Cecilia, 
in Newark. He died there in 1919.7 

Several of Max White’s children achieved prominence in 
their fields. Henry (born 1867) may have learned the tailoring 
trade from his father. Rather than going into business, he became 
active in the needle trade unions, serving as general secretary of 
the United Garment Workers of America from 1896 to 1904, and 
editing the Clothing Trade Weekly and similar publications for 
many years.8  

Max’s youngest, Lazarus (1874–1953), was a noted civil engi-
neer and first president of the American Society for the Technion. 
Where Max still had great reverence for Jewish tradition, Lazarus 
exhibited the distance from such roots that the children of immi-
grants often show (perhaps not surprising given his mother’s 
attitudes about religion). He became a trustee of the Society for 
Ethical Culture. Lazarus was an inspector with the Army Corps of 
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Engineers in 1897–1898 in Key West. During the Spanish-
American War, he worked on the construction of a gun and mor-
tar battery there. Coincidentally, he was about the same age that 
his father had been during the latter’s 1860–1861 stay in Key West. 
It is not known if Lazarus had any choice in being sent to Key 
West. Later, he went into business with John D. Rockefeller’s 
nephews, forming the engineering firm of Spencer, White, and 
Prentis. The firm built foundations and underpinnings around the 
world, including renovating the foundation of the White House in 
the early 1950s.9 

Joseph (1870–1921) was an engineer and inventor who also 
showed an affinity for the Society for Ethical Culture.10 Joseph’s 
daughter, Margaret Bourke-White (1904–1971), was one of the 
most famous photojournalists of the twentieth century. By mar-
riage, Max White was also the great-uncle of the American 
composer Richard Rogers.11 

About the Memoirs 

In the introduction to his memoirs, Max White explained the 
circumstances under which they were written. After leaving Ka-
lisz, he kept a diary for more than thirty years. At some point, 
however, his wife disposed of his writings, thinking them “so 
many old papers in a trunk.” Encouraged by his children, he de-
cided to record the history of his life. With an apology for 
forgetting specific dates, White wrote more than two hundred 
pages, beginning with stories about his grandparents and parents, 
and ending with his situation in 1896. He followed with an ad-
dendum in 1908. Appended to the memoirs are a number of 
essays on religious themes as well as short biographies of his fa-
ther and two uncles.  

The location of the original manuscript is unknown. Howev-
er, Lazarus White’s son, Robert Emelin White12, and daughter, 
Felicia Gossman13, have photocopies, as does the American Jewish 
Archives. 

Following are two excerpts from Max White’s memoirs relat-
ing to time that he spent in the South. The first14 records events 
from December 1857 through the spring of 1861. During this time, 
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Max lived in Tampa and Key West where he operated clothing 
stores and struggled to deal with such frontier hazards  
as yellow fever, mosquitoes, outlaws, and economic panics.  
During this period, he was in partnership with his paternal uncle, 
Fishel White, and Fishel’s brother-in-law, Samuel Cline. Accord-
ing to White, his return north was not prompted by the onset of 
the Civil War, but rather by a monetary dispute with his  
uncle. Advertisements in Tampa’s newspaper, the Florida Peninsu-
lar, mention Samuel Cline, Phillip White, and W. C. Brown,  
but not Max White.15 Although his account of the enterprise 
makes him seem to be an equal partner, he may have actually 
been in a subordinate role. All of his future business ventures, ac-
cording to the memoirs, were pursued without other family 
members. 

The second excerpt16 relates his other sojourn in the South. 
This included a brief visit to Nashville and then a stay of a few 
months in Memphis, presumably during the summer of 1862 just 
after Union forces had taken over the city.17 Although brief, it  
is included because he writes of his audience with his fellow tai-
lor, the military governor of Tennessee and future president, 
Andrew Johnson. Here, as elsewhere in his memoirs, White  
displays no interest in the war. His only interest is in business and 
whether or not it is good. This probably reflects the fact that, as  
an immigrant, he still felt outside American society. Its conflicts 
only provided a backdrop for the true focus of his life, making  
a living. This attitude stands in contrast to those Jewish families 
who had lived in the South for some time, many of whom  
were active in civic life and became staunch supporters of the 
Confederacy.18 

The excerpts are written in broken English with little regard 
for proper punctuation or capitalization, and include novel spell-
ings for many words. Nevertheless, White’s word choice reflects 
the flowery language one might expect in a nineteenth-century 
educated man’s writings. Although self-taught in the language, 
White clearly was well-read. He cited or quoted such works and 
authors as Robinson Crusoe, Shakespeare, and Goethe. Undoubted-
ly, his reading interests influenced his use of language.  



    SOUTHERN JEWISH HISTORY 98 

Historical Settings 
 

Florida in the mid-nineteenth century was a sparsely popu-
lated frontier state. In 1860, it boasted a population of 140,424, 
including 2,981 in Hillsborough County (where Tampa is locat-
ed).19 The state’s small population engaged in a variety of 
agricultural pursuits including cattle grazing in the pinelands sur-
rounding Tampa, the soil being too poor for raising many crops.20 
The state as a whole, and Tampa in particular, struggled against a 
number of obstacles to settlement and economic development. 
Max White made note of many of these during his years in Tam-
pa. 

Foremost among the factors hindering development was 
Tampa’s isolation from the more populous markets in the north-
ern part of the state. Roads were few and poor, and no rail line 
was built to Tampa until 1884.21 Efforts to build such a railroad, 
however, began as early as 1853. Tampans tried to persuade Flor-
ida’s senator, David Yulee, to support a western terminus at 
Tampa for a proposed rail line across Florida. Yulee, a Jew by 
birth, kept quiet his plan to construct the line to Cedar Keys, 
where he had extensive land holdings. Arranging financing for 
construction dragged on for years, but the final straw came in No-
vember 1858, when Yulee’s designs became public. Tampans 
reacted by burning him in effigy in the courthouse square.22 White 
makes no mention of this event. It may have occurred when he 
was recuperating from yellow fever and had other things to worry 
about. 

A second impediment to development was the series of wars 
with the Seminole Indians (1817–1818, 1835–1842, and 1855–1858). 
As a result of the First (1817–1818) and Second (1835–1842) Semi-
nole Wars, many Seminoles had been deported to Indian Territory 
(now Oklahoma). Some, however, refused to leave their villages in 
Florida, especially southern Florida, where many continued to 
hide in the Everglades and surrounding areas. As white settlers 
continued to encroach on Seminole villages, tensions rose leading 
to armed conflict. The Seminoles were led by Chief Holatter Mic-
co, known to the army as Billy Bowlegs, hence the other name  
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Map of Tampa Bay and south Florida circa 1860.  
The map shows the extensive wilderness in south Florida  

when Max White lived in Tampa and Key West.  
(Courtesy University of Tampa Press.) 
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for the third Seminole conflict: the Billy Bowlegs War. Most of the 
conflict occurred much further south than Tampa. Tampa never-
theless served a crucial function in the war since it was the site of 
Fort Brooke, established in 1824 for the protection of settlers. The 
fort was home to the largest force of soldiers at the beginning of 
the war and served as a major supply depot.23  

The Tampa community supplied the army with food, cloth-
ing, and munitions, and served the social needs of soldiers and 
volunteers. The presence of the war was, therefore, a contradiction 
of sorts. It provided an economic base for the locals, including at-
tracting businessmen like White, but also negatively influenced 
the settlement of the region. While some, such as Max White and 
his business partners, saw the conflict as a business opportunity, 
few saw the economic danger in relying on the presence of the 
soldiers and the flow of federal funds. When the war ended in 
1858 and soldiers were discharged from duty, the town collapsed 
economically. Its social fabric was in shambles. White’s recollec-
tions reflect this change when he comments that “business 
quietened down” and his partner had to seek another locale for 
trade.  

Tampa became a lawless town and was filled, according to 
White, with “outlaws gamblers roughs robbers cutthroats & lewd 
women.” A significant cause of this social problem was the ab-
sence of pay for those volunteer troops in the service of the state. 
When the militia forces were mustered out of the army in March 
1858, at the end of the Third Seminole War, only the volunteer 
companies in federal service received compensation.24 With so 
many unemployed, armed, young men on the streets, crime in-
cluding theft rose considerably. As a reaction, a vigilante group 
was organized, the Regulators. White himself was pressed into 
service. He patrolled the streets at night even though he had never 
held a gun in his life. Although the Regulators’ patrols were sup-
posed to restore the rule of law and order, violence perpetrated by 
the vigilantes themselves soon caused a reign of terror in town.25 

The Regulators’ rule continued through 1858 until the advent 
of a yellow fever epidemic. Yellow fever, nicknamed yellow jack, 
visited the inhabitants of the southern United States periodically  
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From the Florida Peninsular,  
February 26, 1860. (Courtesy  

Special Collections, University of 
South Florida Library.) 

during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. 
When rumors of the arrival 
of yellow fever spread 
among the local populace, 
White exhibited the typical 
response: he deserted the 
town. Records of the day 
state that the town was near-
ly empty during the 
epidemic except for the ill 
and those caring for them. Its 
victims tended to be male 
adults, skipping over the 
very young and old, as well 
as female adults, a pattern 
that White confirmed. Afri-
can Americans tended to 
have a lower morbidity rate 
as a result of some genetic re-
sistance to the disease. White 
claims to have contracted the 
illness twice, once in Tampa 
in 1858 and again in Key 
West in 1860. He was ex-
tremely lucky to have 
survived since the mortality 
rate from the disease was 
usually very high.26 

 Key West stood in 
sharp contrast to Tampa.  
Key West’s economy was 
founded on fishing and 
wrecking. The establishment 
of Fort Taylor on the is- 
land in 1845 ensured a flow  
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of federal funds that also helped to sustain local merchants. So 
long as ships continued to wreck on the surrounding keys and 
the fort operated, the local economy blossomed. The cosmopolitan 
population of the city included “Englishmen, Bahamans, Irish, 
Dutch, Swedes, Norwegians, Hindoos, Russians, Italians, Span-
iards, Cubans, Canary Islanders” and others in numbers great 
enough to make Key West the largest city in the state for many 
years.27 In addition to being a military post and a thriving port, 
the city housed the United States District Court for the Southern 
District of Florida. This made it a good home for lawyers such as 
Ossian Bingley Hart, later the governor of Florida during Recon-
struction.28 

White and his business partner Cline were enumerated in 
Key West in the 1860 census as merchant tailors born in Russia 
and housemates of the U.S. District Attorney, John L. Tatum. 29 
Tatum was active in local politics, serving as secretary at a meet-
ing of local Democrats on May 23, 1860, and speaking in favor of 
secession from the Union at a meeting at the county courthouse on 
December 12, 1860.30 Whether he ever discussed issues with his 
housemates is unknown, because White’s concern seems to have 
been business only. On this subject, White repeatedly comments 
on how good business was in Key West, whether he was selling 
the clothing shipped to him from New York or hawking water-
melons he had brought from Tampa. Mark A. White, as the census 
takers recorded his name, had a personal estate valued at $500.31 

Nevertheless, there were hazards in such a thriving, bustling 
community. In addition to the wealthy merchants and lawyers, 
there was a constant parade of sailors with their “bibulous life-
style and less-than-strict morality.”32 Also, unscrupulous persons 
could easily take advantage of greenhorns like White, and, in-
deed, White describes just such an encounter with a swindler.  

Since Memphis fell to Union forces on June 12, 1862, it can be 
deduced that White’s visit to Tennessee took place that summer. 
At the time, Andrew Johnson was the military governor of Ten-
nessee. White recounts almost nothing of the war being conducted 
in or around the state. His only interest is his lack  
of business success during the few months that he lived there.  
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The Hillsborough County Courthouse (built 1855) was a center of activity  
when Max White lived in Tampa. (Courtesy University of Tampa Press.) 

During the war, there was an influx of northern Jews into Mem-
phis and Nashville, including Union soldiers and merchants. The 
Jewish merchants catered to the needs of the occupying militia. In 
1863 as many as fifteen sold uniforms and military clothing in 
Memphis. There were also several grocers.33 White stayed in 
Memphis only four months, bemoaning that he was too late to 
compete with those already established there. He probably left 
prior to General Grant’s Order Number 11, which sought to expel 
Jews as a group from the Department of Tennessee (which includ-
ed parts of Tennessee, Kentucky, and Mississippi).34 

During his years in Florida, White mentions only one other 
Jew aside from his business partners. This is not surprising, given 
that Florida’s Jewish population was very small and mostly unor-
ganized during the antebellum period. At the time that Florida 
achieved statehood in 1845, less than one hundred Jews lived in 
the state, most of them in the north. Even as Jewish immigrants 
from Europe arrived in Florida in the aftermath of the 1848 Euro-
pean revolutions, most settled in northern communities such as 
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Pensacola, Jacksonville, and Tallahassee. The first Jewish institu-
tion in the state, and the only one prior to the Civil War, was the 
Jacksonville Hebrew cemetery, founded in 1857. 35 

The Jewish presence in southern Florida dates to the period 
of the Seminole Wars in 1835–1842 and 1855–1858. Jewish soldiers 
fighting in those wars included Leon Dyer, David Camden de Le-
on, Samuel Noah, and Abraham Charles Myers. Fort Myers was 
named after Abraham C. Myers by his future father-in-law, Major 
General David Emanuel Twiggs. Both Myers and De Leon went 
on to serve in the Mexican War and the Confederate Army. 36 In 
terms of permanent Jewish settlement in Tampa, Brown mentions 
only Emmaline Ouentz Miley living near Tampa in the antebel-
lum era.37 The most prominent Jew during the second quarter of 
the nineteenth century was David Levy Yulee, Florida’s first sena-
tor and the first United States senator of Jewish descent. His sugar 
plantation was situated near the Homosassa River, about sixty 
miles north of Tampa.38 Tampa’s first congregation was not 
founded until 1894.39 Similarly, a significant Jewish presence in 
Key West dates to the late 1880s, during the great influx of eastern 
European Jews.40 

Although it is hazardous to draw conclusions on the basis of 
negative evidence, it would appear that Max White encountered 
few Jews in Florida and that any observance of Jewish ritual was 
done by himself. He states that he was not religious (and perhaps 
in those youthful days he was not) in spite of his obvious com-
mitment to kashrut and daily prayers later in life. According to 
White, his partner, Samuel Cline, was “irriligious” and evidently 
spoke out against observance; the possibility that he joined White 
in any holiday or Sabbath celebrations seems remote. 

Jewish life in Memphis was somewhat more established, 
with Congregation B’nai Israel having been founded there in 
1853.41 Again, White makes no mention of other Jews during his 
stay in Memphis, either because he did not participate in commu-
nal activities or because he did not choose to note them. 

While perusing the following excerpts from Max White’s au-
tobiography, the reader should keep in mind the rootlessness  
of single male Jewish immigrants during the mid-nineteenth  
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century. Virtually self-selected by the processes of immigration 
and migration, these young men, with their inclinations toward 
business derived from their European backgrounds, contributed 
to the development of the United States by filling important eco-
nomic niches. Always seeking the places that promised the 
greatest opportunity, they exhibited both geographic and econom-
ic mobility, along the way forming as well as breaking 
partnerships often with extended family. They took risks, some 
more than others, because for them the American frontier provid-
ed freedom, hope, opportunity, adventure, and a new life, albeit 
one founded on the old. White’s memoirs make these daily expe-
riences come alive as few documents do.  

Max White’s Memoirs: Tampa and Key West, 1857–1861   
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[Following his return to New York City, White became en-

gaged to Anna Lewin. A short while later, on hearing of business 
opportunities in the occupied areas of Tennessee, he decided to 
head to Memphis.] 

Max White’s Memoirs: Nashville and Memphis, 1862 
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Max White’s Memoirs: Nashville and Memphis, 1862 (Marginalia) 
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