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In 1913, A Rabbi Appeared On Film For The Very 
First Time — In A Christmas Movie

Culture

By PJ Grisar

As the winter winds whipped through lower Manhattan 
in the days before Christmas in 1913, a group of rabbis 
took shelter in a screening room to watch a film that 
claimed to be about them.

It was the first American movie to feature a rabbi as a 
character. Shortly after the screening, a report from 
Moving Picture World noted that the rabbis, gathered 
to evaluate the picture, “were pleased with the story, 
with its treatment and with the fidelity with which the 
producers had followed Jewish ceremonies and 
customs, but were inclined to look with disfavor on the 
title.”

The film was called “The Jew’s Christmas.”

The three-reel picture was written by Lois Weber and 
co-directed by Weber and her husband Phillips 
Smalley — both of whom were Christian.

It’s easy to see why the rabbinical test audience wasn’t 
thrilled with the title. Even the chosen article —“The” 
instead of “A” — is uncomfortably definitive, almost 
exoticizing, seeming to put the film forward as a 
documentary look at what Jews do during Yuletide.

But while the rabbis didn’t appear to object to the 
film’s conceit, it’s just as troubling as the title, playing 
into the time-worn prejudice that suggests Jews are 
bigoted toward Christians and stubbornly resistant to 
assimilation, choosing instead to adhere to the antique 
laws of their faith. It’s a theme that Weber kept going —
in a more vengeful fashion — with her next project, 
“The Merchant of Venice,” her first feature and the first 
American feature film directed by a woman.

Some in the press were aware of the film’s willingness 
to play into these harmful tropes. George Blaisdell’s 
glowing review of “The Jew’s Christmas” in Motion 
Picture World conceded that “if in this picture there be 
offense it should not be for the Christian. Undoubtedly 
there will be Jews who look upon it with coldness, and 
some with reprobation.”

The details we know of the film come from 
contemporary coverage and a detailed fiction 
adaptation of made for a fan publication. Those 
specifics are cartoonish in their early 20th-century 
sensibility, but still deeply offensive.
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In the film, Smalley plays Rabbi Isaac, billed in 
promotional materials as “the ancient Jew… narrow as 
to customs, strict disciplinarian in his home” but 
“lovable and kind to strangers.” Isaac’s daughter, Leah, 
played by Weber, incites his rage when she falls in love 
with one Rupert Julian, a non-Jewish floorwalker at the 
store where she works.

When Isaac learns that the lovers have married in 
secret, he orders Leah from his house and, according 
to John Olden’s 1914 novelization in Motion Picture 
Story Magazine, shouts, “May the God of our fathers 
curse you and your Gentile husband… May you be cast 
out from our faith and spurned in our synagogues! May 
the dogs of Gentiles spit upon you as they have done 
these many years! Now begone!… you are none of my 
blood.”

Later, Isaac also ousts his son, Samuel, when he shows 
up drunk for the Sabbath after attending a wedding. 
Sloshed, Sam tells his father, “When you come to life 
and keep the Christian Christmas — I’ll come back.” 
Earlier the two had quarreled because Sam wanted to 
work on the Sabbath, an intergenerational tension no 
doubt present in the newly-arrived immigrant 
community. Isaac claims that non-Jews in America are 
taking “the young of our race” from them.

The domineering patriarch that Isaac embodies is a 
common figure in Weber’s films, said Shelley Stamp, 
author of “Lois Weber in Early Hollywood” (2015) and a 
film professor at UC Santa Cruz. This particular film, 
Weber’s first three-reel picture — a 30 minute affair 
when, at the time, one- and two-reel pictures running 
10 and 20 minutes were the norm — is also in keeping 
with the auteur’s interest in religious and social issues.

But while the film addressed religious intolerance Jews 
might direct at Christians, its plot betrays a more 
significant pattern of intolerance faced by Jews: 
namely, the pressure to assimilate and become fully 
Americanized.

Isaac’s redemption comes when he observes his first 
Christmas. Only then is he reunited with his family, 
who have all but abandoned orthodox Jewish 
traditions in pursuit of love and money.

The film treats this departure as a good thing. But 
beyond that, it depicts orthodoxy as toxic to a younger 
generation. The rabbi is painted as an unkind, small-
minded father for not allowing his children to integrate 
into the mainstream of American life, and the story’s 

outcome suggests that he must do the work of 
accommodating his son and daughter by moving away 
from the strictures of his faith. Seeking Leah’s hand, 
Rupert wonders, according to the film’s prose 
adaptation, “Could he ever hope to stand against this 
age-old strength of racial hatred, typified, it seemed to 
him, in Leah’s father?”

“It’s a film about religious intolerance, but the 
prejudice of the rabbi is central,” Stamp said. “It’s not a 
film about anti-Semitism, it’s a film about how the 
rabbi has to recognize the kindness of non-Jews — not 
the other way around. He must accept their traditions 
of Christmas.”

Surviving accounts of the film suggest that its plot 
never truly addresses the racial hatred faced by Jews.

The direction of the film’s sympathies is made even 
more clear by the fact that Rupert is the character in it 
who suffers most in the world, losing his legs in a 
trolley accident. It’s implied that Isaac, in shunning his 
daughter and son-in-law — and their daughter, Eleanor 
— has contributed to their sad fate. If he were a part of 
their lives, he might have provided some measure of 
hope and help.

After Rupert’s accident, the couple are forced into a 
life of poverty selling artificial flowers. Their choice of 
abode just so happens to be the tenement unit above 
Leah’s father’s. (Somehow, in a twist that only tracks 
with melodramatic logic, Isaac and his wife, Rachel, are 
unaware that their daughter has become their upstairs 
neighbor.)

Years later, Isaac develops a tender relationship with 
Eleanor, not realizing that she is his granddaughter. 
Near Christmas, the little girl, whose family doesn’t 
have the means for a conventional celebration of the 
holiday, asks the rabbi why she doesn’t have a 
Christmas tree like other children. The question gives 
Isaac an opportunity to break with his rigid customs 
out of charity for an innocent.

“This child was a Gentile, but, after all, perhaps 
Gentiles did have feelings — especially Gentile children 
— most especially this Gentile child,” Isaac thinks in the 
novelization. “And the God of his fathers would not 
hold it against him that he brought the gladness of a 
child heart among his offerings to the High Seat of 
Mercy.”

Moved by her sadness, Isaac sells one of his books to
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pay for her tree — it’s implied that it’s a religious book, 
and therefore a swap that comes with a loaded 
significance — and is reunited with Leah, who he learns 
is the child’s mother. Sam, true to his word and flush 
with cash from his successful (and likely Sabbath-
breaking) business, returns with an armful of gifts on 
the occasion of his father’s first Christmas.

“The appeal in the eyes of all his family, now for the 
first time in a dozen years about him, is too strong,” 
said the write-up in Moving Picture World, describing 
the rabbi’s reaction to his first Christmas. “The tie of 
blood overbears the pride and prejudice of religion.”

The film appears to claim that the fix for this religious 
prejudice is the melting pot, and specifically 
intermarriage. But in that stew of mixing traditions, the 
orthodoxy of Isaac isn’t diluted in the name of 
secularism — it’s watered down in the name of 
assimilating into a dominantly Christian nation.

“I think what Weber thought is that it would work both 
ways, that it was a message of assimilation for Jews 
and maybe other immigrant families as well,” Stamp 
said. “But I think she imagined that it would also be a 
message about accepting other people and other 
faiths.”

The film’s audience, Stamp believes, given its 
marketing as a Christmas picture, was likely not 
Jewish. (An advertisement in Universal Weekly claimed, 
rather dubiously, that the film was “of equal interest to 
Jew and Gentile” and a “picture to foster a broader 
religion.”) While the movie’s target audience makes a 
certain demographic sense, it adds another troubling 
layer to the story. This was to be the first onscreen 
encounter Americans would have with a rabbi, and 
that rabbi was shown hating Christians and having to 
learn to accept his newly-Christianized family — not 
exactly the best first impression, or one that was likely 
to boost tolerance for the nation’s Jews.

There are hints as to why Weber and her husband 
chose a Jewish subject. Weber, who had an Evangelical 
background and was a Church Army worker before 
pursuing film, viewed her movies as a kind of pulpit 
from which she could spread a social message, 
referring to her films alternately as “sermons” and 
“newspaper editorials.”

But it’s also possible that Weber made the film, her 
longest to that point, as a proof of concept for “The 

Merchant of Venice.”

“She’s likely making or thinking about both films at the 
same time,” Stamp said. “She’s thinking about Jewish 
figures in society and in literature. I don’t think it’s an 
accident.”

Interestingly, the man who gave the green light for 
both films was Universal Pictures president Carl 
Laemmle, who was Jewish. Moving Picture World 
reported that Laemmle wanted Smalley to play 
Shylock after seeing his performance as the rabbi in 
“The Jew’s Christmas.”

Laemmle, Stamp believes, was perhaps the most 
significant Jewish person in Weber’s life, serving as a 
mentor and supporter of her work and even giving her 
a plum distribution deal when she left to form her own 
studio in 1917.

In subsequent years, Weber made a series of other 
social films that were controversial for their time and 
almost unthinkable in the mainstream of today, 
including 1916’s “Where Are My Children?”, which 
depicts abortion as a frivolous recourse for wealthy 
women who can’t be bothered to manage a social 
calendar and a child. Weber also went after Christians 
who attend church but neglect the gospel in 1915’s 
“Hypocrites,” which was also notable for including full-
frontal nudity that prompted riots and censorship.

While viewers today would likely look on “The Jew’s 
Christmas“ as a flawed artifact from a less-enlightened 
time, it did mark a significant milestone in 
representation. With it, Weber gave American cinema 
its first rabbi, as well as an interfaith marriage that 
survives adversity. The film even gave non-Jewish 
moviegoers moments of fairly accurate insight into 
Jewish ritual.

Still, Stamp laments, the film was two steps forward 
and one step back.

“It’s wrapped up in the anti-Semitism of the time,” she 
said, “but that’s not a full excuse.”

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at grisar@forward.com
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The lush, fragrant pines penned up in Christmas tree 
lots waiting to be hauled home and decorated beckon 
Jewish kids like a siren song.

Oh, how my three daughters longed for one. Alas, their 
wish for a festive tree remained unfulfilled: Neither 
Santa Claus nor their Reform Jewish parents delivered 
one while they lived under our roof.

However, when I was growing up, and for two 
generations prior — Christmas trees represented a 
realized American dream in our family.

My great-grandparents Sol and Marian Wurtzel, and 
their extended families, came from Manhattan’s Lower 
East Side to Hollywood in 1917 as observant Orthodox 
Jews. Like other Jews in the motion picture business, 
they did what worked best for their careers and their 
fledgling industry. They embraced Americana by 
(among other sacrileges) displaying Christmas trees in 
their homes. After all, weren’t they adapting stories 
into moving pictures to entertain the American public? 
Wasn’t most of this public Gentile? What could be more 
representative of the American dream than a lavishly 
decorated Christmas tree with piles of gifts beneath it?

After a few years in Hollywood, my great-
grandparents’ house had a Christmas tree in the living 
room. When my great-grandfather Sol became a 
macher mogul at 20th Century Fox in the 1930s, the 
Wurtzels moved to Bel-Air. The Christmas tree and the 
pile of presents beneath it grew larger, commensurate 
with their elevated status.

My great-uncle Paul remembered running down the 
marble hallway of the Bel-Air mansion to find his 
presents. “My dad wore a Santa suit with a Jewish star 
on his head,” he said. This image of my ancestors 
celebrating Christmas exemplifies Hollywood Jews of 
that era: They co-opted American culture but didn’t 
hide their Judaism.

‘We Were All 
Assimilating’: Why I 
Dropped My Family’s 
Christmas Tree

Life

By Sharon Rosen Leib

“We didn’t want to be too Jewish in those days, dear,” 
my grandmother Lillian explained to me, “The motion 
picture business drew people from all over the world 
and we had to get along and understand each other.”

Lillian raised my mother and her sister in a traditional 
Colonial-style home on Walden Drive in Beverly Hills 
during the late 1940s and early 1950s. They proudly 
displayed a Christmas tree in their living room window. 
My grandfather had a complete Lionel toy-train set he 
set up to chug around beneath the tree. “All of my 
Jewish friends had trees,” my mom told me. “The 
neighbors, who owned Lerner’s Department Store, even 
had a crèche on their front lawn.”

The mighty Rabbi Edgar Magnin of Wilshire Boulevard 
Temple, Los Angeles’s oldest, largest Reform 
synagogue, lived up the street and blithely 
countenanced his neighbors’ Christmas decorations. 
Magnin preached a secularized form of Judaism to his 
congregation. In my mother’s words: “We were all 
assimilating.”

By the 1970s, when I grew up on the Palos Verdes 
Peninsula – a largely non-Jewish suburb in southern 
Los Angeles County – the Christmas tree was on its 
way out. Our tree was a one-foot, scraggly potted pine, 
placed in a back room “for the housekeeper.”

My father grew up in a more traditional middle-class 
Jewish family in Los Angeles, sans tree. He didn’t 
believe a nice Jewish family should have a Christmas 
tree. He didn’t buy into the Hollywood/Beverly Hills 
brand of tree assimilation. Mom missed the pageantry, 
the fun of decorating one. My brother, sister and I also 
felt deprived of holiday cheer.

During my elementary school years, I remember going 
over to my best friend Juliet’s home and drooling over 
her huge tree decorated with glittering ornaments and 
a porcelain angel on top. How I longed for a tree just 
like that. We all ganged up on Dad and begged and 
pleaded.

“No Christmas tree in this house,” he bellowed.

Mom weakly defied him by bringing home a pathetic 
potted pine, which “we could plant in the yard” after 
the holidays ended, and a bag of tinsel. We satisfied 
ourselves by stringing the tinsel and hanging a couple 
of shiny metallic ornaments on its meager limbs. We 
then reluctantly carried it down the hall for the 
housekeeper.

‘We Were All Assimilating’: Why I Dropped My Family’s Christmas Tree 4



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

Hannukah may be ranked as a minor holiday by 
rabbinic tradition, but it’s anything but minor to 
American and Israeli Jews. A survey from 2018 found 
that two-thirds of American Jews view Hanukkah as 
“one of the three most important holidays.” 60% of 
American Jews light candles each night, as do 73% of 
Israeli Jews. It’s clear for both American and Israeli 
Jews, Hanukkah is a uniquely popular holiday.

That said, American and Israeli Jews see Hanukkah very 
differently, and these different interpretations mirror a 
larger rift in the two communities.

In fact, this difference in interpretation has a history, 
too, and each has a historical book to represent it: 
Maccabees I and II. In his book “The Sages,” Rabbi 
Benny Lau describes how Maccabees I was written in 
Hebrew and tells a nationalist tale focused on the 
might of the Maccabees and their military history. 
Maccabees II was written in Greek and centers around 
the religious situation of the Jewish people at the time; 
it tells a spiritual story, and is mostly indifferent to the 
bravery of Judah and his soldiers.

This dichotomy is essentially the one we see cementing 
in the Israeli and Diaspora communities today in two 
different Judaisms. There is a Maccabees I sort of 
Judaism — a nationalist story which the Zionist 
movement mirrored in many ways from its inception.

And from the start, this has been reflected in the way 
the early Zionists viewed Hanukkah. Thus, early Zionist 
poet Aharon Ze’ev praised the might of the Maccabees 
in “Anu Nosim Lapidim,” “We are bearing the torches,” 
and removed the Divine from Hanukkah, declaring: “No 
miracle happened for us. No cruse of oil did we find. We 
walked through the valley, ascended the mountain. We 
discovered wellsprings of hidden light. We quarried in 
the stone until we bled: Let there be light!” This is an 
anthropocentric ideology which is also echoed in

Fast forward a few decades: Today, we don’t have any 
type of tree in our San Diego home – not even a 
“Hanukkah bush.” Although our daughters inherited 
my early tree envy, I realized long ago that my father 
was right.

Something about having a Christmas tree in the house 
feels confusing and sacrilegious. We’re not Christian 
and don’t celebrate Christmas — so why the tree?

For most observant Jewish families this seems like an 
obvious conclusion, but my family’s checkered past 
rendered this into a complicated journey.

In our fourth generation, my branch of our Southern 
California Jewish family has finally uprooted the tree.

We’ve replaced it with a collection of Hanukkah 
menorahs displayed with pride –and this year, I’ve 
hung two stained glass Stars of David and a pendant 
embroidered with Happy Hanukkah on our front door.

With rising anxiety about public displays of Jewishness 
— it’s time to chuck the proverbial trees, and our 
assimilationist tendencies as American Jews. It’s time 
to celebrate our identity, and our holidays, with a pride 
as fierce as the Maccabees.

Sharon Rosen Leib is a contributing writer to the Times 
of Israel and the San Diego Jewish Journal.

Hanukkah’s Lesson? 
The Israel-Diaspora 
Divide Is Central To 
Our Tradition

Opinion

By Noam Weissman
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another famous Zionist anthem composed by Menashe 
Ravina in 1936, “Mi Yimalel,” which praises Jewish 
action as opposed to reliance on God.

Then there is a Maccabees II sort of Judaism, focused 
not on nationalism but on spirituality and religious 
practice. Inspired by the Babylonian Talmud, this form 
of Judaism has its own Hanukkah, too; it’s in the 
Babylonian Talmud we learn of “a small jug, for eight 
days it gave its oil,” and where we learn nothing of the 
military might of the Maccabees. To quote Rabbi Lau, 
“It became a festival bearing the deep imprint of exile, 
lacking any suggestion of political independence.”

For the Jews living in Judea at the time, the holiday of 
Hanukkah was experienced as a holiday of national 
liberation. Yet for the Jews living outside of the land, it 
was experienced spiritually and religiously.

Each has value. Paraphrasing from Rabbi Lau, there is 
a bravery in maintaining the traditions, of surviving 
and finding that “jug of oil” to help propel our faith 
forward. In many ways, this is what it has meant to be 
a Jew living outside of Israel since the destruction of 
the Second Temple.

There is also the bravery that comes with ensuring 
there is Jewish autonomy through the fight for 
independence, which requires military and might. In 
many ways, this is how Jews living in Israel experience 
their Judaism.

Just as there is room in the Hanukkah story for both of 
these narrative interpretations, a thriving global Jewish 
world can and must find room for the two forms of 
Judaism we see in our two major centers. Instead of 
putting one of these forms of Judaism on a pedestal 
and denigrating the other, it behooves American and 
Israeli Jews to start seeing these forms of bravery in 
one another.

We need to start interpreting each other charitably. 
Rather than imposing our worldviews on the other and 
rather than telling each community that they simply 
“don’t get it,” we should come from a place of 
understanding, empathy and compassion. Instead of 
making assertions that end in exclamation points, we 
can encourage each other to ask more questions 
about the other.

I also think we need to work on language. When people 
speak about the successes of Zionism, we normally 
hear about the political and religious moments, the 

fact that the Jewish people have had the ability to 
exercise self-determination for the first time in almost 
two millennia or the fact that religious and 
archeological Jewish sites are now in Jewish hands. But 
the revival of the Hebrew language as a spoken 
language is perhaps the greatest achievement of 
Zionism. When we can speak to one another, to listen 
to one another, let’s all take advantage of that! It is a 
sui generis achievement. It is incumbent upon Jewish 
camps, schools and synagogues to make learning 
Hebrew a primary focus. Not only will it connect Jews 
in Israel to Jews outside of Israel, it will also help all 
Jews around the world appreciate the culture and 
rhythm of the Jewish state and Israelis.

Finally, by bringing in both a Maccabees I Judaism and 
a Maccabees II Judaism together, we can celebrate the 
diversity inherent in the Jewish experience. Some 
leaders view Judaism through the prism of a nationality 
or a civilization, and some leaders view Judaism more 
so as a religion. It is Sisyphean to the extreme to 
attempt to convince the other that Judaism is either a 
religion or a nation. Instead of fighting that fight, let’s 
celebrate a unique aspect of Judaism - that it can be 
experienced differently by different people. If we do 
that, and we remember that this current rift between 
Jews living in Israel and Jews living outside of Israel has 
been part of the experience of Jews throughout 
history, we can all garner more empathy and 
compassion for another.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Forward.
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In this era of astonishing news, it is still plenty 
astonishing to hear former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani 
claim that George Soros is not Jewish because — wait for 
it — Soros doesn’t go to church. Here’s the full quote, from 
New York Magazine’s Intelligencer;

“Don’t tell me I’m anti-Semitic if I oppose him,” he said. 
“Soros is hardly a Jew. I’m more of a Jew than Soros is. I 
probably know more about — he doesn’t go to church, he 
doesn’t go to religion — synagogue. He doesn’t belong to 
a synagogue, he doesn’t support Israel, he’s an enemy of 
Israel. He’s elected eight anarchist DA’s in the United 
States. He’s a horrible human being.”

There is so much to unpack here. First, there is the 
growing phenomenon of non-Jews opining on “who is a 
Jew” as well as “what anti-Semitism is” – in other words, 
the 2019 version of mansplaining has non-Jews loudly 
defining both Judaism and hatred of Jews. Who needs 
Jewish text, or any tome on Jewish history, when there is 
Giuliani?

But let’s focus on Giuliani’s second point, namely 
“church.” What do you call where Jews go to pray? If you 
speak Hebrew, it’s beit knesset. If you’re used to Yiddish, 
or if some ancestor of yours spoke Yiddish, it’s shul. 
American Jews might refer to their synagogue as my 
“congregation” – but never as a “church.” Still, plenty of 
people don’t seem to know or understand that “church” 
and “Jews” don’t go together, as evidenced by online 
discussions like this one from Quora, titled “When do the 
Jews go to church?”

Basically, Giuliani is repeating the age-old complaint 
against Jews: that they refuse to be Christian. It’s 
astonishing — if you’re not sick of the word — to notice 
that as recently as this summer, the Anglican Church had 
to take official action telling its members not to try to 
convert Jews. In July, the General Synod of the Anglican 
Church of Canada voted to remove the prayer from its 
liturgy that called for the conversion of Jews to 
Christianity. That longtime language will be replaced with 
a new invocation called: “For Reconciliation with the 
Jews.”

Officially, in terms of words, “conversion” is out, and

News Flash For Rudy 
Giuliani: Jews Don’t Go 
To Church

Culture

By Aviya Kushner

“reconciliation” is in — but language doesn’t stop deeply-
held belief. I am typing this mere hours after discovering 
both a Jesus brochure and CD tied to my front door; in this 
era of rising violence, let’s just say that door is 
somewhere in the American Midwest.

There are other important resonances to Giuliani’s 
remarks. The Atlantic’s Adam Serwer sees this latest 
comment as part of Trumpworld’s war against non-
Orthodox Jews. “Giuliani arguing that he is “more of a Jew” 
than a literal Holocaust survivor is the logical conclusion 
of Trumpist Jews’ argument that liberal and left wing Jews 
(the majority of American Jews!) are not really Jewish,” 
Serwer tweeted.

I think this astonishing comment by Giuliani — who yes, as 
Serwer points out, is claiming to be more Jewish than a 
Holocaust survivor — can be viewed as part of the problem 
with the term Judeo-Christian and worse, “Judeo-Christian 
values.”

The bottom line is Jews are not Christians, and don’t want 
to be. Jews don’t go to church. And “belonging to a 
synagogue” or “supporting Israel” are not part of the 
definition of Judaism, though many Jews do indeed go to 
synagogue and support Israel.

But what’s a synagogue? What does “supporting Israel” 
mean? For answers to these very Jewish questions, Jews 
are not turning to Giuliani, or the church. And yes, 
questioning everything is, I would argue, a “Jewish” value 
— and not necessarily a “Judeo-Christian value.” In this 
awful environment, it must be said that Pope Francis has 
spoken out about anti-Semitism — without defining Jews, 
but rather, by commenting on how anti-Semitism relates 
to Christianity and humanity. It’s an admirable model, and 
a humane one.

In unscripted remarks reported by JTA, the Pope said: “In 
the last century we saw so many brutalities against the 
Jewish people, and we were all convinced that this was 
over,” the pope said. “But today the habit of persecuting 
the Jews, brothers and sisters, is here reborn. This is 
neither human nor Christian.”

He concluded: “The Jewish people are our brothers, and 
they should not be persecuted. Understand?”

Let’s hope Giuiliani re-reads the Pope’s comments the 
next time he wants to comment on the church-going 
habits of George Soros—and by extension, Jews around 
the world.

Aviya Kushner is The Forward’s language columnist and 
the author of The Grammar of God. Follow her on Twitter 
@AviyaKushner
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Louisa May Alcott was often told as a child that her 
dark hair and dark eyes came from her Sephardic 
Jewish ancestry. Her mother, [Abigail May Alcott,][1] 
who had similar coloring, had learned this from her 
father, Joseph May, a late 18th-century Boston 
businessman whose Portuguese Jewish ancestors 
immigrated to Sussex, England, just before 1500.

The Mays spent more than a century in England, 
becoming prosperous enough to cross the Atlantic 
during the Great Migration. Around 1640, the Mays —
also spelled Mayes, Maies and Maize — settled in 
Massachusetts, where one of their descendants was 
the quintessentially Yankee author of “Little Women.”

Alcott never wrote about her Jewish heritage, nor did 
she visit her ancestral homeland of Portugal, as I 
discovered while researching “Marmee & Louisa,” a 
dual biography of the author and her mother. As her 
first cousin and a great-niece of her mother, I was 
eager to learn more about the family’s past, so in 
October 2012 my family traveled to Portugal. My late 
aunt, Charlotte May Wilson, whose grandmother was 
Louisa’s closest first cousin, told me that the Jewish 
ancestry was a topic of pride in the family. The first 
person we encountered in Lisbon, the cabdriver who 
picked us up at the airport and took us to our hotel, 
offered us an impromptu history lesson on Portugal’s 
Jews.

“King Manuel I expelled the Jews because his second 
wife,” Princess Isabella of Spain, “demanded it.” The 
king found the Jews useful because they helped 
finance his government. But in 1496, under pressure 
from his anti-Semitic in-laws, King Ferdinand and 
Queen Isabella, Manuel issued a decree expelling all 
Jews who did not convert to Christianity. Jews who 
could not leave immediately were forced to convert 
and to assume new names, often taken from nature, 
such as “pear tree” (Pereira), “olive tree” (Oliveira) or a
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month of the year (Maio, for May).

My family was eager to see the city’s ancient Jewish 
quarter, so we rode the Metro downtown to the Baixa-
Chiado stop. Public transportation in Lisbon by bus, 
subway or tram is excellent, and taxicabs are 
ubiquitous and inexpensive. We emerged in the oldest 
part of Lisbon, the Alfama, atop which Saint George’s 
Castle, a medieval fortification that once housed 
Portugal’s monarchs, affords magnificent views.

The Alfama’s winding, medieval streets are filled with 
cafes and shops, many decorated with flowerpots and 
colorful ceramic tiles.

At the foot of the Alfama, near Portugal’s oldest 
cathedral (Sé de Lisboa, which is mostly 13th-century) 
and between Rua dos Cais de Santarém and Rua de 
São Pedro, we found the narrow, cobbled street we 
were looking for, Rua da Judiaria. Until about 1500, this 
Street of the Jews was the center of Portugal’s Jewish 
community, just below and outside the wall 
surrounding Saint George’s Castle.

As we rounded the corner and studied the street sign, 
an old woman behind a barred window peered down at 
us, expressionless. We were not the first visitors here. 
We meandered through the tangle of buildings that 
was once home to Lisbon’s Jews, passing a beautiful 
fountain and part of the wall of a synagogue.

Here, on the site of a 15th-century synagogue, King 
Manuel I had built in the early 16th century what is now 
one of Portugal’s oldest places of worship, Igreja da 
Conceicao Velha — the Old Church of the Immaculate 
Conception. The church was a gift for his sister, Leonor 
of Viseu, founder of the Order of Mercy. The great 
earthquake of 1755 destroyed most of the building, 
except the facade. One of the carved figures on the 
ornate front door is King Manuel I himself.

Jewish history in Portugal goes back to the Roman 
Empire. From the eighth to the 12th century, as 
Christians and Muslims battled for regional control, 
Jews — many of whom knew Arabic — served Christians 
as diplomats and intermediaries. After the Christian 
“reconquest” of Portugal, around 1150, Jews enjoyed 
prominent positions as merchants, scientists, artists 
and financiers, often protected by the king, who called 
them “Judei mei,” “my” Jews.

By the 15th century, the kingdom had more than 100 
judiarias, or Jewish quarters, each with its own
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synagogue. Portugal’s Jewish community thrived, 
relatively free of persecution.

Tensions grew in the 15th century. Jews were forced to 
wear an identifying emblem and to obey a curfew, and 
they could no longer employ Christians.

By 1500, under Manuel I and his Spanish wife, many 
thousands of Jews, including some of Alcott’s 
ancestors, had left or had been expelled. The 
converted Jews who remained in Portugal — known as 
New Christians or by such derogatory terms as Crypto-
Jews, marranos and conversos — suffered persecution.

In April 1506, in Lisbon, a mob rounded up hundreds of 
New Christians and some Old Christians suspected of 
helping them secretly practice Judaism. The mob 
burned down dwellings in the Judiaria and massacred 
more than 2,000 Jews in a public square. King Manuel I 
executed the leaders of the mob and, in an effort at 
compensation, granted New Christians religious 
freedom for 20 years.

Rossio Square, the site of the massacre, just west of 
the Alfama in central Lisbon, is a huge, handsome 
open space paved with Portuguese mosaic, dotted 
with fountains and surrounded by shops and cafes. 
The inscription on a memorial stone placed here on the 
500th anniversary of the massacre, in 2006, reads, in 
translation, “In memory of the thousands of Jews who 
were the victims of intolerance and religious 
fanaticism and murdered in the massacre initiated on 
April 19, 1506, in this square.”

The Baroque Church of Sao Domingos, at the 
northeast corner of Rossio Square, was built on the 
site of the Tribunal of the Inquisition. The tribunal met 
in Lisbon from the 1540s until the 18th century. Its 
actions led to public burnings — autos da fé — of 
heretical Christians and more than 1,000 New 
Christians suspected of heresy or of secretly 
maintaining their Jewish faith. Inquisitorial tribunals 
exist- ed in Lisbon, Coimbra, Porto and Évora.

We took a fast train to Coimbra, a hill town on the 
Mondego River in central Portugal, to see another 
region of importance. Coimbra — the name comes from 
a Celtic word for “high, rocky place” — was the capital 
of Portugal until the 14th century. Before 1500 it was a 
major center of Jewish population.

A bus delivered us from the train depot to the town’s 
central square — actually a triangle surrounding a 

statue — where our tour began. Our first stop was the 
16th-century church of the Monastery of Santa Cruz, a 
fine example of the Manueline style of architecture, a 
combination of Gothic and Renaissance features 
named for the king.

Santa Cruz is decorated with carved symbols of 
Portugal’s powerful empire during Manuel’s reign. 
Ropes signify Portuguese ships, which sailed to the 
ends of the world, while pomegranates, peppers and 
spices signify the fruits of those explorations. In the 
16th century, during the Inquisition, autos da fé took 
place in the square in front of this church.

A nearby alley called Rua Corpo de Deus (Corpus 
Christi St.) marks the entrance to the historic Jewish 
quarter. We climbed through the Judiaria Velha, 
Coimbra’s first and oldest Jewish quarter, established 
in the 12th century, and the newer, 14th-century Jewish 
quarter. A 1725 fountain on Rua Olímpio Nicolau
Fernandes is called the Fonte Nova, also known as the 
Jewish Fountain.

At the top of the hill, past the city’s magnificent 
Romanesque Old Cathedral, is the University of 
Coimbra, one of Europe’s oldest universities, founded 
in 1290. This is a university town: One in five residents 
of Coimbra is a student.

Created out of a palace occupied by the early kings of 
Portugal, the university boasts the second-largest 
library in Portugal. Its gorgeous Biblioteca Joanina, 
erected in the early 18th century, contains important 
papers of local Jewish scholars, many of whom were 
students or professors here. The ramparts afford views 
of Coimbra’s city’s red-tile roofs, the river below and 
the surrounding countryside.

Our final destination, a short walk northwest of the 
university, was the Pátio da Inquisição — Courtyard of 
the Inquisition — where Coimbra’s inquisitorial trials 
were held. Coimbra’s tribunal disposed of more than 
11,000 individual cases between the 16th and 18th 
centuries.

Some of the trials lasted for years, while the accused 
waited in prison. Records indicate that more women 
than men were tried, convicted and executed, probably 
because mothers and grandmothers were held 
responsible for maintaining Jewish beliefs and 
practices among New Christians. As recently as 1718, in 
this courtyard, the tribunal tried more than 60 
suspected Jews and then burned two people at the
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stake. On this spot, students and tourists now gather 
at the Restaurante O Pátio cafe.

By prior arrangement of our local guide, the informative 
Tiago Boavida, we were able to view torture chambers 
where the accused were held as they awaited trial. The 
chambers are in the basement of a 16th-century 
building that is now part of the university’s art school, 
the Centro de Artes Visuais. A student unlocked the 
door, welcomed us inside the cavernous space now 
used as an art gallery and removed a panel of 
floorboard. Metal stairs led down into the empty, 
whitewashed cells.

Afterward, as I stood outside in the school’s peaceful 
courtyard, surrounded by flowering plants and 16th-
century capitals, it occurred to me that these cells are 
where Alcott’s ancestors might have been held if they 
had stayed in Portugal. In that case, their American 
descendants — and the writings of Alcott — would not 
exist.

In a strange twist, “Little Women” has served some 
Jewish immigrants to America as a tool of assimilation. 
“No book I have opened has meant as much to me,” a 
Russian Jewish immigrant, Elizabeth G. Stern, observed 
in 1917. “That small volume [told], in simple words such 
as I myself spoke, the story of an American childhood in 
New England.”

Portugal has attempted in recent years to redress 
some wrongs done to Jews. During World War II, 
Portugal’s consul general in Bordeaux, Aristides de 
Sousa Mendes, created an escape route through Lisbon 
that allowed an estimated 1 million refugees to escape 

the Nazis — many more than the renowned Oskar 
Schindler saved. Sousa Mendes accomplished “the 
greatest single act of rescue by an individual during the 
war,” according to Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer.

In 1966, Israel honored Sousa Mendes, who had died 
more than a decade before, as Righteous Among the 
Nations. He posthumously received Portugal’s Order of 
Liberty medal, and the [Sousa Mendes Foundation][4] 
is dedicated to his memory. His ancestral mansion, 
Caso do Passal, in Portugal’s northern town of Cabanas 
de Viriato, is being renovated as a memorial museum. 
In 1987, President Mário Soares apologized to the 
Jewish community for Portugal’s Inquisition and other 
persecutions.

Today, only a few thousand Jews live in Portugal. But 
Jewish ancestry is not as uncommon as it might seem. 
Nearly one in five Portuguese citizens, according to a 
recent study in The American Journal of Human 
Genetics, has Jewish ancestry. Apparently, the number 
of Portuguese Jews forced to convert to Christianity 
half a millennium ago was far larger than historians 
previously believed. As for the countless Jews who fled 
Portugal, their descendants include the economist 
David Ricardo and the philosopher Baruch Spinoza, as 
well as Louisa May Alcott.

Eve LaPlante is the author, most recently, of “Marmee & 
Louisa: The Untold Story of Louisa May Alcott and Her 
Mother,” and the editor of “My Heart Is Boundless: 
Writings of Abigail May Alcott, Louisa’s Mother” both 
published by Free Press in 2012.
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Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and the Jewish 
Federation of Metropolitan Chicago reached a tentative 
agreement last week that obtained significant gains in salary 
and benefits for the union, which had languished for about a 
decade.

After years of 1 percent raises, a revitalized leadership pushed 
for salaries more in line with their peers elsewhere. Some 
employees, including those with college degrees, needed 
second jobs to make ends meet according to officials. Full-
time professional staff were going to food pantries and even 
selling plasma, according to the testimonials from members, 
said Lili Gecker, a social worker and union steward of Local 
73.

“The union we are today is not the union we had three years 
ago,” she said. “We worked hard and I am proud of what we 
have accomplished…We will continue to organize and build 
our union and come back to the bargaining table next time 
ready to fight.”

Over the last year, membership has increased from about 
300 employees to an estimated 520 — about half the total 
number of union-eligible Federation employees — including 
nurses, therapists, teachers, and development associates, 
according to Gecker. The new contract, if ratified, gives 
employees a 3 percent annual increase over each of the next 
three years.

The Federation said it was pleased that the negotiations had 
concluded “successfully,” according to Jay Tcath, an 
executive vice president.

The Federation – which serves more than 500,000 
Chicagoans of all faiths annually - oversees a wide range of 
social services and programs at four non-profits, including 
the JCC, Jewish United Fund, Council of Jewish Elderly 
SeniorLife, and Jewish Child and Family Services – people who 
care for some of the community’s most vulnerable citizens.

“The day I learned that an undergrad just out of school was 
being paid more than me was the day I started organizing,” 
said the 28-year-old, who has a MSW from the University of 
Chicago.

A Sluggish Union 
Wakes Up And Wins 
Concessions From 
Chicago’s Jewish 
Federation

News

By Bonnie Rubin

Steven Windmueller, an emeritus professor at HUC-JIR in Los 
Angeles, said that most federation unions consist of hourly 
employees; only a small number of include clinicians and 
other professional staff among their membership. 

As for the increased demands for better pay and benefits, 
Windmueller said the push reflects the increased power of 
women in society broadly. Women’s educational attainment 
has surpassed men’s at the college level, and glass ceilings 
are cracking across the economy, albeit slowly. Many of the 
professional, salaried jobs in the Chicago Federation — such as 
early child and elementary teachers — have been traditionally 
held by women. Another factor: The Me Too movement has 
increased awareness of workplace protections.

“This is a recalibration…it’s about achieving equity in the 
Jewish world,” said Windmueller, who, during his career, has 
worked for federations in upstate New York and Los Angeles.

Before sitting down at the negotiating table in Chicago, 
Gecker and her bargaining team surveyed hundreds of co-
workers and found that salaries were a major grievance. 
Some pre-school teachers were making $15 per hour and 
teaching assistants were typically earning $12 to $14 hour –
far less than their peers at Chicago Public Schools, despite the 
fact that tuition at Federation pre-school programs can run 
$27,000 a year.

“It was heartbreaking… and I think management was moved,” 
Gecker said.

Other employee concerns included reasonable workloads, 
paid time off and affordable health care. Many employees told 
the union that they’d had to choose an individual plan and put 
their child on Medicare.

That Jewish organizations lag so far behind other non-profits 
is particularly disheartening, since the Jewish community has 
such a rich history in the labor movement, said advocates, 
noting that justice and granting dignity to workers by paying 
fair wages are also intertwined with our faith.

One example of how Jewish values drove the bargaining 
process was the argument for increasing the three-day 
bereavement leave. “We pointed out that people who observe 
Shiva would not have enough days to mourn and 
management couldn’t argue with that logic.”

Gecker recruiting some 40 rabbis and community leaders 
across denominations to sign a letter of support to Federation 
management. 

“It’s time we look inward at our own institutions and hold 
people accountable,” she said.

Bonnie Miller Rubin is a freelancer and a former reporter for 
the Chicago Tribune.
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This recipe is a brilliant, easy way to make latkes 
without frying and offers an exciting way to present 
various flavor options without much effort.

Serves: 20

Ingredients:

• ¾ cup vegetable oil

• 4 eggs

• 3 potatoes, grated

• ½ cup chopped scallions

• 2 sweet potatoes, grated

• 3 Granny Smith apples, grated

• ½ cup cranberries

• 3 zucchinis, grated

•  ¼ cup grated onion

•  4 teaspoons kosher salt, divided 

• 2 teaspoons cinnamon

• ½ teaspoon ground black pepper

• 2 teaspoons za’atar

• Chopped chives (for garnish)

Directions:

1. Preheat oven to 425°F. Pour ½ cup oil onto sheet 
pan and preheat in the oven for ten minutes.

2. Prepare 4 medium bowls.

3. Place one egg in each bowl.

4. Place potatoes, scallions, and 1 teaspoon kosher salt 
in the first bowl.

5. Place sweet potatoes,1 teaspoon za’atar, and 1 
teaspoon kosher salt in the second bowl.

Recipe: No-Frying 
Sheet Pan Latkes

Eat, Drink + Think

By Shifra Klein

6. Place apples, cranberries, and 1 teaspoon cinnamon 
in a third bowl.

7. Place zucchini, onion, remaining teaspoon salt, and 
black pepper in fourth bowl.

8. Mix ingredients in each bowl and carefully spoon in 
even strips lengthwise onto the baking tray with hot 
oil.

9. Drizzle remaining oil over latkes and bake for forty 
minutes.

10. For an extra crunchy top, place pan under the 
broiler for 3-5 minutes.

11. Top remaining za’atar over sweet potato section 
and remaining cinnamon over apple section.

12. Serve warm.

Note: For even rows of flavored latkes, measure out 
precisely 2 ½ cups of each vegetable.

Shifra Klein is the editor in chief of Fleishigs Magazine.
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