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A p d p 'le Collect together thy long scattered people, and let their n G n t O G Xl gathering place be in this land of milk and honey. 

J -Myer Moses, An Oration, Delivered 
ews have lived in South Carolina for more than three hundred years. From the before the Hebrew Orphan Society, on the 

founding of the British colony in the late 17th century, they were welcomed as 15th Day of October; 1806, Charleston, 

traders and merchants. The provisions for religious tolerance offered by Carolina's South Carolina 

Fundamental Constitutions were unique for the time. News of an environment 

friendly to both Jews and Christian dissenters spread across Europe and the West 
Indies and attracted shopkeepers, craftsmen, and professionals, seeking their for
tunes, to Charles Town. Most of Carolina's early Jews were people of Sephardic 

heritage whose ancestors had been expelled from Spain and Portugal centuries 
earlier. Ashkenazic Jews from central and eastern Europe were present too, but in 
smaller numbers. By 1780, these German-speaking Jews were in the majority, yet 

the Sephardim remained culturally dominant well into the 1800s. 

One fireat Political Fami'/y 
The historic Jewish dream to live free in a promised land and the British 
drive to colonize a continent converged in the settlement of Carolina. Jews 

were free to worship as they saw fit, to move about the country, to practice 
the professions of their choice, to trade and make partnerships with non-Jews, 

to own property and will it to their heirs. Francis Salvador, recently arrived 
from London, became the first professing Jew in America to serve in a leg

islative assembly. In 1774, he was elected to the First Provincial Congress of 

South Carolina from Ninety Six, the colony's second most populous district. 
He also was the first Jew known to have died in the Revolutionary War. 
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J n Pursuit of [;entility 
~ I have sent you my minature, I hope that you will 

wear it with as much pleaseur as I doo wereing 

your hiar [hair) which you sent me. 

-Reuben Simon Krijn, Amsterdam, to 
his half-sister Sarah Judith Judah Joseph 

in Georgetown, South Carolina, 1818 

following the Patriots' victory in the Revolutionary 
War, South Carolina's Jewish population surged. By 

1800 Charleston was home to the largest, wealthiest, and 
most cultured Jewish community in North America-upwards of 

500 souls, or one-fifth of all Jews in the nation. 
Carolina's Jews pursued the same material goals and status sym

bols as their neighbors. Those who could afford it employed slaves. 
The affluent lived in fine houses and traveled abroad. In a twist on 

the concept of "gentility," many Ashkenazim adopted traditional 
Sephardic practices and assumed an aristocratic view of themselves 
as "earliest to arrive.'' 

The Birth of Reform 
This synagogue is our temple, this city our Jerusalem, 

this happy land our Palestine. 

-Rev. Gustavus Poznanski, consecrating 
Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim's new building, 

Charleston, South Carolina, March 1841 
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In 1824 a group of young, American-born 
Jews petitioned Charleston's Kahal Kadosh 

Beth Elohim for changes in Jewish rituals and 
practices. They asked for shorter services, a ser

mon preached on the Sabbath, and prayers in 

[Jews) are by no means to be considered as a 

Religious sect, tolerated by the government; 

they constitute a portion of the People .... 

English as well as Hebrew. Rebuffed, they left 

the congregation and founded the Reformed Society of Israelites, fore
runner of the American Reform movement. For eight years they wor

shiped separately, then rejoined the traditional congregation. 

Quakers and Catholics; Episcopalians and 

Presbyterians, Baptists and Jews, all constitute 

one great political family. 

-Isaac Harby, Charleston, South Carolina, to 
Secretary of State James Monroe, 1816 

In 1840, however, the reformers prevailed. With the blessing of 
Beth Elohim's popular minister, Gustavus Poznanski, a petition to install 

an organ in the new synagogue was adopted by a narrow margin. The 
traditionalists seceded and formed a second congregation, Shearit Israel 

(Remnant of Israel), with its own burying ground adjacent to Beth Elo
him's Coming Street cemetery. A new brick wall separated the dead of 

the two congregations. 



The Polish Synagogue 
A early as 1852, a small group of immigrants from eastern Europe began meeting 
in Charleston under the leadership of Rabbi Hirsch Zvi Levine, who himself 

had recently arrived from Poland. In 1855 the congregation formally organized as 
Berith Shalome ( now Brith Sholom) or "Covenant of Peace"-the first Ashkenazic 
congregation in South Carolina and one of the first in the South. The next year 

Have the kindness to interest yourself 

in our behalf, by procuring for us a Kazon, 

Shoukad, & Mole [hazzan, shohet, & mohel].* 

One man must do the whole business. 

Berith Shalome bought land 
for a cemetery north of the city. 

Within a month its president, 
Nathan I. Rosenband, was buried 

there, a victim of yellow fever. 

-Morris Ehrick, president of Berith Shalome, 
Charleston, to Alexander Oelsner, 1858 

Known as the "German and 
Polish," or simply the "Polish," 

synagogue, Berith Shalome's 
members gave Charleston's Jewish population a more foreign appearance than 

before. People of modest means, including peddlers, artisans, and bakers, the forty 
to fifty congregants quickly became ardent southerners. 

*Hazzan, religious leader; shohet, ritual slaughterer; mohel, official who performs circumcisions. 

Plantation Life 
Our letters from Miriam are most satisfactory-she writes 

every week and finds a Carolina winter much to her taste, her last was 

from a Plantation on the Santee, the residence of her Brother-in-law 

about 12 miles from Georgetown where the winter foliage of 

live oak & evergreens strike her as not more beautiful than singular. 

-Rebecca Gratz, Philadelphia, to her sister-in-law 
Maria Gist Gratz, January 15, 183 7. Miriam Moses, reared by 

her aunt Rebecca Gratz, had married Solomon Cohen of 
Georgetown, South Carolina, on November 30, 1836. 

While most southern Jews lived in towns and cities, a handful operated planta

tions in the countryside. Like all planters, they relied on slave labor. The record 
shows that Jewish masters embraced the prevailing standards of conduct. Their 
treatment of slaves was no different from that of non-Jews. In South Carolina 

enslaved workers raised rice, indigo, and later, cotton. In Louisiana the money 

crop was sugar, in Virginia tobacco. Black laborers also produced food crops such 
as corn and potatoes. They tended livestock and poultry, and on some plantations 

they harvested timber and manufactured bricks. 



They ran the store that was the center of the community of 

the people that lived here, there, and yon, around Bishopville 

and on towards Sumter. It was sort of a commissary for the 

people on the farms, that would come into the stores and get 

things that they needed, and then they w~uld run an account 

which would be paid when the crop came in. 

-Ruth Barnett Kaye (b. 1913, Sumter, South Carolina) 

The Moving Frontier 
In the decades before the Civil War, hundreds of Jewish immigrants 

from the German states, Prussia, and Poland came to South Caro

lina, attracted by Charleston's established Jewish community and 

busy port, and by a back country opening to settlers. They fanned 

out across the state until every market town was served by at least 

one Jewish-owned shop. Far from synagogues and kosher butchers, 

small town Jews struggled to maintain their religious identity. 

Early settlers opened groceries and dry-goods stores. Their sons 

became lawyers, doctors, journalists, and soldiers. Meanwhile a 

steady stream of native-born Jewish Carolinians pushed north to 

Baltimore, south to Savannah, and west to Mississippi in search of 

new frontiers. 

Cover: Caroline "Caro" Agnes Moi:se Lopez 
(1854-1885), by Theodore Sidney Moi:se (February 
1876), private collection. 

An Exact Prospect of Charles Town (1762), from 
The London Magazine, South Caroliniana Library, 
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unknown (c.1790), private collection; land plat for 
John Moses (1755), South Carolina Department of 
Archives and History; Chapman Levy (1787-1849), 
artist unknown (c. 1798), College of Charleston 
Library; tea service of Samuel Hart and Esther 
Ezekiel Hart, London, Charles Fox II (c. 1832), pri
vate collection; hymnal belonging to B.D. Lazarus 
(1842), Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim; Rabbi Hirsch 
Zvi Levine (1807-1887); album quilt made for 
Eleanor Israel Solomons, detail (c. 1854), private 
collection; Joseph Mann's store, Newberry (1904), 
private collection. 
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Oh, Land of the South, be thy soil ever sacred! 

Enriched as it is by the blood of the brave, The~tCause 
Southern Jews were loyal Confederates. Thousands served in the 
army or worked on the home front. The Civil War impoverished 
a once-prosperous class of merchants and tradespeople while it 
created opportunities for newcomers with energy and ambition. 
During Reconstruction, some South Carolinians of Jewish descent 
supported the Radicals' drive to rebuild society, but most backed 
the conservative crusade to restore white rule. Jewish women were 
prominent in memorializing the "Lost Cause," a romantic view of 
the vanquished Confederacy. In their devotion to a southern 
homeland and in the shared experience of defeat, Jewish Confed
erates demonstrated their fierce sense of belonging. 

To thee our love, to thy foes our hatred, 

Thou birth-place of Heroes! Of Martyrs, the grave! 

-Octavia Harby Moses, from "An Exhortation," 
Sumter, South Carolina, 1867 

Ji!,tle Jerusalem 
The eastern European migration to America beginning in the 1880s 
swamped everything that came before. Charleston's Jewish popula
tion had maintained itself for decades at around 700. Between 
1905 and 1912, it more than doubled. The neighborhood where the 
"greenhorns" settled was called "Little Jerusalem." Immigrant men 
commonly started out as peddlers, then established small businesses. 
At one time some forty stores on upper King Street were closed on 
Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath. The men held daily prayer services 
above their shops. The women kept kosher homes. They trained 
their African-American help to make potato kugel and gefilte fish, 
and they learned, in turn, to fix fried chicken and make okra gumbo. 

On Saturday you couldn't buy a piece of fur

niture; you couldn't buy clothing. The stores 

were closed in Charleston. You couldn't buy 

anything on Saturdays. Of course, later on 

you could, but I'm talking about in the early 

'30s and late '30s. Seems like the war 

changed everything. 

-Robert Zalkin (b. 1925, Charleston, 
South Carolina} 



They loved this country. My mother had 

a picture of George Washington hanging 

in our house and a picture of Edison, 

'cause she remembered when the electric 

lights first came. Those were her two heroes. 

- Rosa From Poliakoff (b. 1914, Union, South 
Carolina; d. 1999, Abbeville, South Carolina) 

Pledging Allegiance 
By World War I, Jewish communities in the midlands and 

upcountry had grown large enough to support synagogues. Mean

while, certain country clubs, fraternities, and sororities barred Jews, 

who responded by forming their own social groups and athletic 

teams modeled on the ones that kept them out. These organizations 

helped unify Jews around an ethnic identity without regard to place 

of birth, date of arrival in America, and degree of observance. 

The revival of the Ku Klux Klan with an anti-Semitic agenda 

disturbed southern Jews' sense of well-being. In the heyday of Jim 

Crow, however, the primary targets of discrimination were blacks; 

Jews generally found themselves on the safe side of the racial divide. 

They demonstrated their loyalty to 

country and region in patriotic 

parades and party politics. As 

World War II drew near, Jewish 

southerners joined in the 

mobilization to fight the 

Nazi and Japanese foes. 

Palmetto Jews 
At the end of World War II America's place in world Jewry had changed 

dramatically. Only ten years earlier, sixty-five percent of the world's Jews 

had lived in Europe. Now more than half were living in the United 

States. In many ways, South Carolina was a microcosm of the nation. 

The class of Jewish merchants had begat a generation of lawyers, doc

tors, accountants, and college teachers, who shifted the Jewish economic 

niche away from retail business. With the rest of the white American 

mainstream, urban Jews abandoned the old neighborhoods and moved 

to the suburbs-a migration that coincided with the first stirrings of the 

civil rights movement. Dress sword of Perry Moses ( c. 1840), 
private collection; Brith Sholom men and 
boys choir, Charleston (c. 1919), College 
of Charleston Library; confirmation at 
Beth Israel, Beaufort (1926), Beth Israel 
Congregation; Lady Lafayette Hotel 
plate ( c. 1938), College of Charleston 
Library; wicker suitcase of Abe Kirshtein, 
Poland ( c. 1920), private collection. 

Today South Carolina's Jews are as much "a portion of the people" as 

they were in the early 1800s when Isaac Harby penned the phrase. Per

haps the outstanding distinction they share with Jews in other parts of 

the Old South is a sense of security that stems from the early presence 

of a Jewish elite. History counts in the South more than elsewhere in 

our young ·country. And history works in favor of Palmetto Jews. 
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