
The 150th Anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg 

by Rabbi Arnold Saltzman

Last summer Carol and I visited Gettysburg Battlefield. We knew a big anniversary was upon us, however, we were a year early!

It was one hundred degrees as we toured the park in a bus, which we emerged from in order to be on location and in order to understand the nature of the battle, its importance, its difficulties and its terrible loss of life and limb. This battle was the turning point of the Civil War, the bloodiest in American History.

Years ago I read a brief account of how a Union soldier, away from home, participated in a seder  with Jewish soldiers. Since they had no Matzah or Charoset, they put actual bricks on the table to symbolize the bitterness of slavery. At that time they were fighting a war to preserve the Union and to end human chattel, ownership of humans, turning them into property.

The early years of America, its history of importing slaves, of turning slavery into the basis of an economic system, not only in the South but throughout the colonies, left its mark on early America which at the same moment seemed to be the great hope of the world. How ironic that so many fled here for sanctuary while so many others were brought here against their will.

George Washington freed his own slaves in his final instructions. Thomas Jefferson, who according to written records was beloved by his slaves, ended the importation of slaves but says in written record that he could go no further. A battle and irreconcilable conflict was festering which finally erupted decades later in the Civil War.

The following are historic descriptions of Jewish participants in the Civil War which were easily found on line:

Morris Morris was an officer in the Louisiana Native Guard and his mother’s maiden name was Carvalho. He was Jewish and part Black, becoming one of the great actors of the 19th century. After the Union occupation of New Orleans in 1861/62, some Black and mulatto officers and enlisted men of the regiment accepted Union service and formed a new regiment under the same name. Therefore, although Morris Morris served briefly as a Black Jewish Confederate officer, most of his military service and all of his combat service in the War was as a Union officer. The reorganized "Native Guard" did fight in many battles on behalf of the Union. 

At the battle of Port Hudson the 1st Louisiana Native Guard, USA, was the first Black Regiment to fight in combat for the Union.
A Jewish Confederate soldier, Isaac J. Levy of the 46th Virginia Infantry, described to his sister how he and his brother Ezekiel ("Zeke") observed Passover during the Civil War

 

April 24th, 1864

Dear Leonora

No doubt you were much surprised on receiving a letter from me addressed to our dear parents dated on the 21st which was the first day of פסח [Pesach]. We were all under the impression in camp that the first day of the festival was the 22nd and if my memory serves me right I think that Ma wrote me that Pesach was on the 22nd Zeke [Isaac's brother Capt. Ezekiel J. Levy of the 46th VA] was somewhat astonished on arriving in Charleston on Wednesday afternoon, to learn that that was the first סדר [Seder] night. He purchased מצות [Matzot] sufficient to last us for the week. We are observing the festival in a truly Orthodox style. On the first day we had a fine vegetable soup. It was made of a bunch of vegetables which Zeke brought from Charleston containing new onions, parsley, carrots turnips and a young cauliflower also a pound and a half of fresh kosher beef, the latter article sells for four dollars per pound in Charleston. 

Love to all 

Your affectionate Brother 

Isaac J. Levy

Rabbi Michelbacher wrote to Gen. Robert E. Lee asking for soldiers to be allowed to go to services for the Holydays and he received a respectful reply that it was not possible. Gen. Lee thanked the Rabbi for his prayers for the South’s success.

Seven Jews were given the Medal of Honor by President Lincoln for bravery at the same time that Judah P. Benjamin was the Confederacy’s Secretary of War. About 10,000 Jews fought n the Civil War with about equal numbers for the North and South.

About two thousand Jews were quartered in Washington, DC. As an evidence of their presence, there were, at least, half a dozen kosher Restaurants, all of which appear to flourish to the satisfaction of their proprietors. Many are the commercial establishments, conducted under names familiar to a New Yorker. All departments of trade seem to be favored with a full representation from the metropolitan district.
Jews spoke out in favor of slavery, and against slavery. One Rabbi in Baltimore who published a newspaper fled to Philadelphia when his press was attacked in Baltimore after supporting the cause of the North and for speaking out against slavery.

General Grant’s infamous Order No. 11 ordered ‘Jew’ cotton traders out of Tennessee and Kentucky even though they had permits, thinking that the Cotton trade was controlled mostly by Jews and other unprincipled traders. The Jews in Washington protested to Lincoln who overturned Grant’s order. Grant regretted this for the rest of his life. At the end of Grant’s presidency to demonstrate his sincerity and that he was not anti-semitic, he attended the dedication of Adas Israel’s first building in the Capitol, sitting through a three hour service and making a ten dollar donation.

Private Louis Leon, Company B, 53rd Regiment N.C. Troops writes in his diary:

July 1: We left camp at 6 A.M., passed through Heidelsburg and Middleton. At the latter place we heard firing in the direction of Gettysburg. ..We got to Gettysburg at 1 P.M., 15 miles. We were drawn up in line of battle about one mile south of town, and a little to the left of the Lutheran Seminary. We then advanced to the enemy's line of battle in double quick time. We had not gotten more than 50 paces when Norman of our company fell dead by my side. Katz was going to pick him up. I stopped him, as it is strictly forbidden for anyone to help take the dead or wounded off the field except the ambulance corps. We then crossed over a rail fence, where our Lieutenants were both wounded. That left us with a captain and one lieutenant. After this we got into battle in earnest, and lost in our company very heavily, both killed and wounded. This fight lasted four hours and a half, when at last we drove them clear our of town, and took at least 3,000 prisoners. They also lost very heavily in killed and wounded, which all fell into our hands. After the fight our company was ordered to pick up all straggling Yankees in town, and bring them together to be brought to the rear as prisoners. One fellow I took up could not speak one word of English, and the first thing he asked me in German was "Will I get my pay in prison?" After we had them all put up in a pen we went to our regiment and rested. Major Iredell of our regiment, came to me and shook my hand, and also complimented me for action in the fight. At dusk I was about going to hunt up my brother Morris, when he came to me. Thank God, we are both safe as yet. We laid all night about the dead, but they did not disturb our peaceful slumbers.

Four months later President Lincoln at the dedication of a cemetery at Gettysburg delivered his immortal two minute address:

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate, we can not consecrate, we can not hallow this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.

On the Fourth of July, my son Michael visited us with his girlfriend. We went to the Lincoln Memorial at night and it was filled with visitors. A nations memorial for a beloved president, the tears of the people and their struggle poured into this marble edifice. Lincoln overseeing the Union he preserved.

My granddaughter Keren, (16th months old in July), arrived by train and on the roof of Union Station watched her first fireworks exclaiming ‘Wow!’ May we all experience the fireworks of our great country with the same enthusiasm even as we remember the somber history which forged this great country and its love of freedom.

