T H E J E W IN N O R W I C H , C O N N E C T I C U T
A C E N T U R Y OF JEWISH LIFEf
b y ARTHUR

GOLDBERG*

No people have a greater sense of historical continuity than do the
Jews, and no culture can claim a more significant historic past than
that of the Jews. Furthermore, no Western culture in fact can divorce
itself from its Hebraic ancestry. It is little wonder then that the JewT,
in his vision of the future, keeps one eye upon the past. It is no small
wonder, too, that he would preserve his past and his heritage.
T h e history of the Jews of Norwich goes back only a century and a
quarter. Because the Jewish population of Norwich has remained
fairly stable, the temptation has been strong to fill the following account with names familiar to all, to concentrate on family histories
and on the genealogies of the "old" and prominent families. Yet the
history of a people, particularly a social history, is the history not
of a person or persons, but of people organized into a social community. Names have been mentioned, but only when they symbolized
an event, a movement, or an era, or were otherwise indicative of
something more important than the names themselves.
T H E GERMAN MIGRATION

T h e Jew in Connecticut is of comparatively recent origin. As a
member of a dissenting religion he found little welcome among the
descendants of Puritan New Englanders except as an itinerant peddler
and barterer of goods out of New York. T h e Connecticut Charter
of 1662, indeed, proclaimed "the maintenance of the Christian faith
(as its) only purpose." New London, sister city of Norwich, and one
of the few large cities of Connecticut, harbored not a single Jewish
family throughout the 18th Century. 1 There were no Jewish communities and no congregations until 1777, when the Jews who fled
Newport settled in Stratford. Not until 1840 was there a synagogue
j-This account a p p e a r e d in slightly different f o r m in 19.56, w h e n it was p r e p a r e d
as a project in c o m m e m o r a t i o n of the T e r c e n t e n a r y of the Jews in America. T h e
T e r c e n t e n a r y C o m m i t t e e of Norwich f o r m e d a sub-committee to compile the History
of the Jews in N o r w i c h . T h e task of g a t h e r i n g t h e d a t a was entrusted to the
w o m e n of the g r o u p . A n u m b e r of meetings were held and the various research
sources were assigned, such as the fdes of the Norwich Bulleti n, the City Directories,
a n d the files of t h e T o w n Clerk's Office. Some m e m b e r s interviewed the older
citizens of the c o m m u n i t y , while others p r o b e d the origin of t h e synagogues a n d
organizations, sought o u t p e r t i n e n t literature, or h a u n t e d the cemeteries to substantiate the vital d a t a of those now deceased. T h e d a t a were collated by Mrs.
Isaac Gordon a n d t h e n given to the writer. Consequently the cut-off p o i n t of this
history is 1956.
*Dean of Students, R h o d e Island J u n i o r College.
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in Connecticut. 2 And not until 1851 is there a record of Jewish settlement in Norwich.
T h e Norwich Evening Courier of October 30, 1851 carried the advertisement of one Adolph Chamansky, informing the reader that his
store on 119 Main Street offered for sale "cloths and clothing". Adolph
seems to have come to Norwich alone and boarded at the American
House. It was not until almost a decade later (1860) that his brother,
Joseph, followed him to Norwich, and, in emulation of Adolph,
opened a clothing store. T h a t generation of the family remained to
become permanent residents of Norwich and the precursor members
of a Jewish community. In the cemetery of the First Hebrew Society
are the still clearly marked graves of Adolph and Pauline (wife of
son Louis), Joseph and his wife, Henrietta, and one of a David
Chamansky. At least one member of the Chamansky family left Norwich. Louis, the son of Joseph, the clothing store owner of Norwich,
became the merchandising manager of the great R. H. Macy and Co.
department store of New York and, upon his retirement, became a
director of the company.
The 1875 Norwich Directory lists the name of David Rosenblatt,
a weaver, who lived in Yantic. David's distinction is that, of the
150,000 Jews in the United States at the time of the Civil War, he
was one of the 7,000 who volunteered for the Union Army. 3 (Some
5,000 Jews served with the Confederate Army.) David's military
career was of short duration. He enlisted in Rifle Co. B (commanded
by Captain Frank S. Chester of Norwich) of the 2nd Regiment, Connecticut Volunteer Infantry. Captured July 21, 1861 at Bull Pviin, he
was paroled on June 2, 1862, and was discharged that same month.
Both Rosenblatt and the Chamanskys had emigrated from Germany, and for some twenty years the Jews of Norwich were all of
German origin with the exception of the Raphaels (Ellis and Sam)
who came to Norwich from England. Ellis is listed in the 1857 Directory as a cigar maker and again in 1875 as a traveling merchant. It
was not unknown for Jews of that period to supplement their income
by "travelling". Sam, too, was listed (1875) as a cigar maker at 199
Main Street. Possibly Sam was taken into the business to free Ellis
for "travelling".
In the Fifties, following a period of unrest in Germany, there were
large scale migrations. T h e failure of the democratic revolution of
1848 drove many thousands of Jewish immigrants to the United States,
where the economic future loomed bright and civil rights were guaranteed.
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It is the purpose of this sketch to relate the story of the arrival
of the Jewish people in Norwich and of their accommodation to the
community. T h e Jewish community is recent enough in origin and
development for names to hold an emotional content for Jews indigenous to Norwich. While none of the first immigrants from Germany
are any longer in Norwich, their names and their memory linger
on. They were the pioneers and set the tone and the tempo for the
next half century of Jewish settlement.
T h r o u g h their initiative the first Jewish organization came into
being. Characteristically, that organization, which was named "The
First Hebrew Society," provided for a cemetery. T h e first entry in the
minutes of the Society, written in a beautiful clear script, is dated
"Sunday, June 22d, 1878" and reads as follows:
"At
above
Plaut
form
wich'.

the request of Several Gentlemen a meeting was held on the
date, Mr. Daniel Krause acting as chairman, Mr. Abraham
as Secretary. On motion which was carried it was resolved to
into a Society to be called 'The First Hebrew Society of NorT h e following Gentlemen handed in their names.
Mr. Joseph Plaut
Isaac Plaut
Abraham Plaut
B. Behrisch
Jos. Brainfeld
M. Kempner
I. Kempner

D. Krause
M. Richter
A. Seidel
H. Seidel
M. Seidel
S. Samuels
E. Raphael

"On Ballotting for officers Mr. Joseph Plaut was elected President,
Mr. Ellis Raphael Vice-President, Mr. Isaac Plaut Treasurer, and Mr.
Samuel Krause Secretary. . . ."
There was a genuine need for the Society as the Jewish Community
took root in Norwich. In 1869 a son, Gabriel, was born to Joseph
and Rosalie Plaut in Norwich on March 28. He may well have been
the first child born to Jewish parents in Norwich. Unfortunately his
may also have been the first Jewish death in Norwich, but not the
first burial. Without a cemetery of their own, the parents Plaut interred their son Gabriel in the Beth Israel cemetery of Hartford on
August 22, 1877. In the following year, feeling well enough established, the Jews of Norwich had formed the First Hebrew Society
with Joseph Plaut, father of Gabriel as president.
Nothing so permanent as a cemetery would have been established
had these Jews not felt that they had struck roots in the New England
soil of Norwich. They had come to live in Norwich; but to live, they

82

Rhode

Island Jewish Historical

Notes

must work. T h e clothing business attracted them in considerable
numbers. Not all, of course. T h e Raphaels, we have seen, were cigar
makers as well as "travellers". David Rosenblatt was a weaver. But
the Chamanskys went into the clothing business, and thus set the
pace. While Abraham Plaut is noted in the 1860 City Directory as
a jeweler, the brothers Joseph and Isaac are identified in Che Norwich
Bulletin of May 1, 1875 as purveyors of dry goods, millinery, carpeting, and watches at 144 Main Street and at Water Street. They acted
also as draft and passenger agents for a local steamship line.
Among those who merchandised "dry and fancy goods" were the
Spiers, Levi and Nathan (1869). Nathan Spier later joined with H.
Seidenberg; and Bernard Behrisch in 1875 opened the "New York
Clothing Store" at 153 Main Street. 4 T h a t same year Samuel Baum
was in "millinery and fancy goods", and Moses Gotthelf was a competitor in "fancy goods". Both were located on Main Street; and J.
Stern opened his "Pavilion", formerly S. A. Goldsmith's establishment.
* Behind Stern's "Pavilion" must be a story now lost in the dim mists
of memory. If we follow the advertisements in the Norwich
Bulletin,
we note in 1861 the firm of Stern, Seidenburg, & Co.; in 1867 Seidenburg and Bachrach, and in 1875 Stern's "Pavilion". This was the age
of the Goulds, the Fisks, the Vanderbilts — and the Sterns!
Adolph Chamansky was a pioneer in more than a chronological
sense. His first advertisement in the Bulletin of October 30, 1851
foreshadows the merchandising skill which his son, Louis, later brought
to flower at R. H. Macy and Co.
A. Chamansky
119 Main St. Norwich
Invites the attention of his friends,
and the public at large to his assortment of
C L O T H AND C L O T H I N G
Having adopted the "Live and Let Live" Principle he does
not pretend to sell at less than cost but simply to furnish
F I R S T R A T E ARTICLES at a fair price — every article
being made up in the most faithful and workmanlike manner.
Cloths, Cassimeres, Vestings,
Scarfs, Hosiery, Gloves, Ties, Suspenders, etc.
A single call will convince purchasers that the above
is N O H U M B U G but a simple statement of facts.
Recollect the address,
Adolph Chamansky
119 Main St.

The Jew in Norwich,

Connecticut

83

In addition to the clothing merchant and the cigar maker, there
were the peddlers, Abraham Seidel 5 and Henry Seidel,0 who specialized
in tin. By 1875 there must have been a sizable community, for the
directory lists also C. Schneider, a tailor, and a goodly number of
others in similar businesses and trades. By 1900 the City Directory
lists 36 Jews who were peddlers, 7 shoemakers, 11 tailors, 6 who worked,
in the Falls Mill, 17 store owners, 3 bakers, 5 clerks, and 2 laborers.
By 1900 the German Jews had been joined by their co-religionists
from Russia. But these first families hoped for more for their children.
I n 1886 Clara Behrisch, daughter of Bernhard, became a teacher in the
elementary schools of Norwich after being graduated from the New
Britain Normal School. Fler brother, Gabriel, upon graduating from
the Norwich Free Academy and Yale College, studied law; later he
became attorney for the Title Guarantee and Trust Co. of New York.*
I n 1912 Fannie Hirsch, daughter of Heyman, began to teach in the
elementary schools, followed in 1913 by Emma Shereshevsky. 7
In looking back upon the first Jewish settlers who had migrated
to Norwich from Germany, one wonders: W h a t manner of men were
they? T h e coincidence of timing strongly suggests that they were
motivated to leave Germany by the failure of the Revolution of 1848.
It is likely that they did not come directly to Norwich. New York,
the port of entry and the home of their compatriots, must have held
them for a number of years. David Rosenblatt, a Norwich Jew, volunteered for the Union Army at a time when the numbers of volunteers,
were inadequate for the demands of the war. Even draft quotas were
hard to fill. Bounty jumping and draft riots were a serious problem
in the North of the Civil W a r period.
Isaac Plaut in 1872 became the first Jewish registered voter. H e
must have applied for his "first papers" early upon his arrival in the
United States. In 1892 Samuel Baum served on the Committee on
the Town Deposit Fund; he moved to New York the following year.
Bernard Behrisch in 1894 was one of seven Grand Jurors for the Town
of Norwich; and Samuel Blinderman was one of six Grand Jurors
till 1905. T h u s these men found their way into the civic life of Norwich and of the United States.
•Although of a later generation it is of interest that J o h n Berell Sears, son of
Jacob Sears, b o r n in Norwich in 1902, graduated f r o m Harvard College in 1923
a n d the Harvard Medical School in 1927. W h i l e this was not extraordinary at that
time, Doctor Sears appears to have been the first Jewish Surgical House Officer at
t h e Massachusetts General Hospital. H e later was a resident in surgery at the
Beth Israel Hospital in Boston, and still practices there. Ed.
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More revealing than what may be gleaned or conjectured from these
bare facts is the reminiscence of Clara Behrisch, who in 1956 was an
alert 92 years of age and living in New York. T h o u g h her eyesight
may have been impaired, her other faculties remained sharp and clear.
She wrote:
Monday, April 11, 1955
New York, N. Y.
My dear Mrs. Gordon,
Please pardon my delay in answering your letter as my health
is variable and my vision very poor. I fear my facts may not be
perfectly accurate as I must write of happenings of so long ago.
We probably arrived in Norwich from New York in 1875, my
parents Mr. and Mrs. Bernhard Behrisch with three of their
children, Natalie, Clara, and Menno. Gabriel I., my oldest brother,
was left with our grandparents so that he couicl continue his
studies in City College. He came to Norwich a little later and
entered the N.F.A. 8 in the sophomore class. Our first home was
on Union Street where we lived about two years. T h e n we moved
to Spalding St., living there about 7 years. Ralph was born there.
In 1884, the year Gabe entered Yale and I was graduated from
N.F.A., my father bought the house at 132 School St. where we
lived twenty-four years, until 1908 when we moved to Brooklyn,
N. Y. My mother died in January, 1892. Menno died in 1906.
He was about 30 years old. I never think of our family as having
been prominent in public life. My father on his arrival in Norwich bought a clothing store at 153 Main Street. He was an
educated man, a graduate of a German gymnasium, who kept
on with reading and studying. He had a philosophic mind, loved
books, the theatre and music. While not an orthodox Jew, he
was interested in all religions including our own and iikecl to
trace out what contributions each one made to good purposeful
living. Many of the Christian ministers were his friends and
stopped in his store to chat with him. Some of them called on
us in our home.
Gabriel I., Ralph, and I were graduated from N.F.A. Natalie
sang in the choir of the Second Congregational Church as a
contralto. She had an excellent mezzo-soprano voice. She was a
member of the Choral Union and sang frequently, too, for the
various clubs. Gabriel I., after graduating from the N.F.A. went
to Yale College, studied law in the office of Waite and Green,
and passed his bar examination and became a lawyer. Before he
died in 1935, he had been for a number of years counsel for the
Title Guarantee and Trust Co. of New York. Menno and Ralph
became businessmen.
After being graduated from the N.F.A. I went to the Connecticut Normal School in New Britain, graduating in Feb. 1886.
I taught in Central District Schools four years; as substitute, as

