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DEDICATION

This is the sixth volume that the Jewish Historical
Society of New Haven has published in the Jews in New
Haven series. It is an effective tool in recording our local
Jewish History. Together with the material contributed to
our archives by local institutions, organizations and families,
as well as our recorded oral histories and the videotapes of
presentations and comments at our program meetings, we
are preserving for posterity a vivid record of Jewish life and
experiences in the geographical area in which we operate.

Our appreciation is extended to Werner Hirsch, a

past president and our Curator, who has collected, prepared
and edited this edition, and we also want to acknowledge
the assistance received from Dr. Barry E. Herman,
Miriam Schwartz, Carl Newlin, and the contributors of
the articles and pictures included in this volume.

This book, and a recently completed reprinting of Vol¬
ume II, were gifts from Print Two Thousand, Inc.,
printers and lithographers in Hamden. They prepared and
produced this work with incentives from the State of Con¬
necticut under the Neighborhood Assistance Act. We are
indebted to them and to Steve Rivkin and Milton Greengas
of that organization, who supervised this project.

Herbert D. Setlow,
President



First page of the earliest Mishkan Israel minute book, entitled "Verordnungen &
Gesetze [Rules & Regulations]" and dated 9 April 1849. The bottom of the page
lists the names ofthe members ofMishkan Israel at that time. (Courtesy of the New
Haven Colony Historical Society)



The First Minute Book of the

Congregation Mishkan Israel
1849-1860

by Wemer S. Hirsch
Preface

The earliest minute book of the Congregation Mishkan Israel
was reexamined in 1990 in conjunction with the 150th anniversary
of the founding of the Temple. The book recounts the fascinating
beginnings of Jewish life in New Haven, and allows us an insight
into the organization and daily activities ofan early American Jew¬
ish community. It also affords us a brief but tantalizing glimpse into
the personal lives of the newly arrivedpioneering immigrants.

Although the late Professor Rollin Osterweis wrote a history
of the congregation’s early years for their one hundredth anniver¬
sary in 1940, he could not read the old German Fraktur handwritten
script and therefore did not make full use of these early minute
books. Much ofhis research was based on a briefaccount written by
Rabbi David Levy in the late 1800s, newspaper clippings, and on
whatever public records and personal recollections were made
available to him.

It is evident from the personal papers, which he left behind,
that he probably had an assistant read these early minutes and make
notes for him. But, it is also evident that the assistant was not able
to interpret the Hebrew and the German-Jewish words and phrases
that are interspersed throughout the records.

The 455-page manuscript, which I have now fully translated,
gives us first-hand information about the early days of the Temple,
its leaders, teachers, Rabbis, and Cantors. Along with many items
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concerning dues structure and other financial matters, exclusion
andfining of members, and a leaky steeple, there is also important
detailed information about the transformation of the originally
Orthodox congregation to the Reform ritual. Issues of kosher food,
the order ofprayers, mikvah (ritual bath), and mixed seating are all
openly discussed.

I am deeply indebted to the staff of the New Haven Colony
Historical Society for making the original manuscripts and other
reference materialfreely available to me, and I thank themfor their
extreme helpfulness, generosity, andfriendly cooperation.

T
HIS IS NOT REALLY thefirst minute book of the congregation,
but more properly, the first minute book that is still in
existence. Beginning in January 1849, it ends in the early

months of 1861. The minutes themselves, indicate that this volume
was purchased in October 1849 for the purpose of writing down their
newly adopted Constitution and Bylaws, and in order to keep the
minutes of the all of the meetings of the congregation as well as of its
Board. There is also an entry which indicates that the Secretary was
directed to copy the minutes from the “old minute book” into this
new one.

A brief history of the New Haven Jewish community up to this
time seems to be in order, so that the minutes can be understood in
their proper perspective. The first permanent Jewish settlers started
arriving in New Haven in the middle to late 1830s. In 1840 they held
their first public worship, and finally became a full-fledged society,
with the name of Mishkan Israel in 1843, when it became permissible
under the laws of the State of Connecticut for non-Christian societies
to organize. In that same year, the congregation also purchased a
parcel of land of about one and three-fourths acres in Westville for
use as a cemetery.

The twenty or so Jewish families in New Haven at that time
were mostly German immigrants from Bavaria, although there were
also some who came from Holland, Poland, Russia, and France. In
only a few years, however, dissension plagued the small community
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and a rift developed for which there probably were at least two
primary reasons. First, the Jews of Germany had all been exposed to
the ideas of Reform, which were then being promulgated there.
Reform, at that time, did not mean a break from traditional Judaism,
rather it meant a more orderly service, intended to be more
“conducive to higher meditation”. It was also being advanced as a
means to return Jews, unsatisfied with the traditional services, to the
fold. Mostly, it was probably imitative of Christian services, and
made Jews feel more comfortable, since they were, after all, living in
a Christian society. Reform was never intended to veer from the
course of orthodoxy, but to reinterpret it in a modem vein strictly in
accordance with their interpretation of the Jewish law. The Reform
Jews of the 1840s called themselves Orthodox.

Generally, the Jews of Eastern Europe, and of non-German
countries, rejected the ideas that were being preached by the re¬
formers. They wanted to hold on to the traditional Judaism that they
knew and understood, and with which they felt secure.

A second difference between these two groups was language.
The native tongue of the non-German speaking Eastern European
Jew was Yiddish. To the German, this sounded like very poor, uncul¬
tured speech. The German Jew did not (and would not) speak Yid¬
dish (although he had his own peculiar ‘Juedisch’ dialect, very much
akin to Yiddish). The German Jew was also more assimilated, as well
as more affluent, than the Easterner. Even though the German Jew
had the highest regard for the Jewish education provided by the
Polish yeshivas, the German Jew also felt the need for a higher secu¬
lar, philosophical, and worldly education, available, he thought, only
in the German universities. As a result of this outlook, the German
often looked down upon the Eastern European Jew, as being of a
lower social stratum.

These differences led to the split of the congregation in 1846.
It is said that the Congregation Mishkan Israel remained orthodox,
and that the newly formed Congregation Mishkan Scholom sought
reform. It is not known just how this split was organized or how
many people were involved with each group. The only thing that is
known, is that the cemetery, which they had purchased earlier, was
split in two. Because of disputes between the two congregations, the
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Recently discovered oil portrait ofMichael Milander which now hangs in the
Rabbi's Study at Congregation Mishkan Israel. (Courtesy of Congregation Mishkan
Israel, photo by Carl Newlin)


