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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (50 mins.)

• Q&A (10-15 mins.)

• Historical Context
• Motivations
• Researching service
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Immigration and 
Settlement
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Sephardic Jewish Migration
• Earliest Jewish immigrants came from Recife, Brazil, 

arriving in New Amsterdam in 1654

• These 23 immigrants were 
part of the diaspora that dated 
back to the 1492 expulsion of 
Jews from Spain

Interior, Kahal Zur Israel 
Synagogue in Recife, Brazil 
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Ashkenazi Jewish Migration
• Earliest Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants 

started arriving in the late 17th and 18th
centuries. 

• They came from Central and Eastern 
Europe. 

• They outnumbered Sephardic Jews in 
some ports around 1730.
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Pre-American Revolution
• Both Sephardic and Ashkenazi merchants began 

to establish homes in colonial ports:
– Newport, Rhode Island
– New Amsterdam (now New York)
– Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
– Charleston, South Carolina
– Savannah, Georgia
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The Jewish Population in the 
Thirteen Colonies

• Approximately 2,500 Jews 
lived in the colonies during 
the American Revolution 
(0.1% of total population)

• Colonial synagogues adhered 
to Sephardic ritual and 
controlled all aspects of 
Jewish religious life. Congregation Shearith Israel in 

Manhattan, New York City
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English Plantation Act of 1740
• A law passed by Parliament to allow non-British 

subjects to become natural-born subjects of the 
Crown. This included Jews, Quakers, and other 
Protestant dissenters. 

• Applicants had to live in an American colony for 
seven consecutive years, with no more than a two-
month absence

• They had to swear an oath of allegiance to the King 
and take the Protestant sacrament in open court 
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English Plantation Act of 1740 
Cont’d

• Jews were permitted to omit the phrase “upon the 
truth faith of a Christian” from the oath 

• Once naturalized, individuals could not sit on the 
Privy Council, enter Parliament, hold civil or 
military trust offices, or receive Crown land grants 
in Great Britain or Ireland
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Pushback on Naturalization
• In 1761 and 1762, the Rhode Island 

Superior Court and General 
Assembly rejected the citizenship 
petitions of prominent Newport 
merchants, Aaron Lopez and Isaac 
Elizer. 

• The rejection was because they 
were non-Christians who would 
not take the mandatory 
naturalization oath on a Bible. 

• New York and Massachusetts 
ultimately granted Aaron and Isaac 
citizenship. 

Aaron Lopez
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Jewish Response to 
the American 

Revolution
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Proclamation Act of 1763
• After the French and Indian 

War, many Jews settled in 
Western Pennsylvania selling 
goods to the frontiers in 
exchange for furs. 
– They were stifled by the 

Proclamation Act of 1763 
who wanted to settle 
further west but were 
prohibited by the British 
from doing so. 
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Jewish Boycotts
• Many Jewish merchants expressed their discontent 

with British taxation 

• Among the 375 signatories of a non-importation 
agreement in Philadelphia in 1765, nine Jews had 
signed.

• Jewish merchants such as Isaac Adolphus of New 
York advertised American made goods, saying 
they were “equal in price and superior in goodness 
to British goods”
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A Merchant’s Thoughts on the 
Non-Importation Resolution

• Bernard Gratz, a prominent Philadelphia 
merchant, wrote a letter while visiting in London 
to his brother Michael back home in Pennsylvania

• Gratz had signed the Non-Importation Resolution 
and wrote that King George’s speech to Parliament 
about the imperial crisis was such “narishkeit” 
(Yiddish for “foolishness”) that it was not worth 
paying the postage to enclose a transcript. 
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Response to Lexington and Concord
• After the first shots at Lexington and Concord, there was a day 

of prayer on May 12, 1776. 

• The Jews of the Mill Street Synagogue in New York prayed for 
their “Sovereign Lord, George III…to turn away their fierce 
wrath from against North America” and repeated several biblical 
phrases for peace and reconciliation.
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Response to the Declaration of 
Independence

• Jonas Phillips of Philadelphia took a holiday to celebrate 
from July 3 to July 7 after the vote for independence. 

• The Fourth of July 1776 also coincided with the Seventeeth
of Tammuz, which is a fast day commemorating the 
destruction of the Holy Temples in Jerusalem.  
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The Battlefield
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Military Service
• Approximately 100 Jewish men served with the 

Continental Army across all theaters of war. 

• Enlisted as privates as well as officers

• Also served with state militias
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Jewish Regiments
• Many of Charleston’s Jewish men served in 

Captain Richard Lushington’s company, which 
was nicknamed the “Jew Company”

• This company was not purposely segregated to 
only have Jewish men, and they were not a 
majority within the regiment. 

• James Bentham, another Charleston merchant, also 
commanded a regiment containing Jewish men. 
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Francis Salvador
• Former member of the Provincial Congress of 

South Carolina and General Assembly

• Served with the South Carolina militia

• He is remembered as the first Jewish patriot to die 
during the Revolution

• “The Jewish Paul Revere” 

• He was shot and scalped by Cherokee who allied 
with the British on August 1, 1776
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Benjamin Nones
• Born in Bordeaux, France

• Emigrated to Philadelphia about 1772

• Joined Continental Army in 1777

• Became Major towards end of war

• After the war he was appointed as an 
interpreter of Spanish and French for the 
U.S. government 

Courtesy of Loeb Jewish 
Portrait Database
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Mordecai Sheftall
• Assisted in smuggling 

gunpowder to Boston in 1776

• Appointed as Commissary 
General for Continental Army in 
Georgia, highest ranking Jewish 
officer 

• Was captured with son Sheftall 
during the December 1778 fall of 
Savannah

• They escaped but were re-
captured and sent to Caribbean 
until they were paroled in 1780. 

Courtesy of the Loeb Jewish 
Portrait Database
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The Homefront
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Patriotic Service
• Besides military service, Jewish men and women 

demonstrated their loyalty to the Patriot cause in 
other ways

• This included loaning money and paying for food, 
ammunition, and other supplies 

• Gratz brothers and Hayman Levy of York served 
as de facto bankers for the Continental Army and 
militias, loaning money and paying for supplies 
and seeking reimbursement from Congress
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Military Supplies
• Many merchants created supplies for the troops

• Gratz brothers used local manpower to make 
uniforms for soldiers

• Joseph Simon of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania 
manufactured rifles 

• Isaac Moses leased ships as privateer vessels 
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Haym Salomon
• Born in Leszno, Poland, he was from a 

Sephardic Jewish family, immigrated 
to New York around 1775

• Became a key financial broker and 
financier of the American Revolution, 
working alongside Robert Morris, 
Superintendent of Finance

• Raised money (over $650K) to pay
troops and purchase provisions to 
keep the army advancing at Yorktown 
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Abigail Minnis
• German-born Ashkenazi Jewish immigrant, land 

owner, merchant, and plantation owner in 
Savannah, Georgia

• After being widowed in 1757, she managed a 
popular tavern that hosted colonial leaders 

• Actively supported the Patriot cause by supplying 
food and provisions to the troops
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Gershom Mendes Seixas
• In 1766, leader of Shearith Israel, New York 

City’s first and oldest Sephardic congregation

• When the British fleet approached New York 
Bay that summer, he gave an emotional sermon 
warning that the day’s services would be the last 
held when British occupation started. 

• The entrance of the synagogue closed; 
Gershom and the community fled New York 
for Stratford, Connecticut 

• In 1780, he helped establish Congregation 
Mikveh Israel in Philadelphia

• He invoked blessings on Congress and 
Commander George Washington. 
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Rebecca Gomez
• Jewish merchant and chocolatier who owned a shop in 

Manhattan during the British occupation

• Her customers included Robert Townshend of George 
Washington’s Culper Spy Ring

• Traded drinking chocolate as an alternative to British tea

Advertisement published in The Royal 
American Gazette, December 2, 1780
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Finding the Records
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FamilySearch.org
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Contents of a 
Military Service Record

• Name

• Unit

• Period of service

• Muster rolls

• Pay rolls

• Hospitalization and prisoner of war rolls 
(if applicable)
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FamilySearch.org
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Pay Roll, Private David Emmanuel, FamilySearch
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Muster Rolls
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What's a Muster Roll?
• A list or return of all troops, including officers and 

soldiers, present or accounted for on muster day.

• Soldiers would respond at roll call when their 
names were read aloud.

• Muster rolls often contain the date when a 
soldier joined or left a military unit (including if a 
soldier deserted).
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Familysearch.org
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Fold3.com
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Muster Roll, 7th Connecticut Regiment, Fold3 
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Pension Records
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Types of Pensions

• Indicated by an "S" on the envelope
• Could be a disability or invalid pension OR a service pension

Survivor Pensions (Veteran)Survivor Pensions (Veteran)

• Indicated by a "W" on the envelope

Widow Pensions (Spouse of Veteran)Widow Pensions (Spouse of Veteran)

• Indicated by a "R" on the envelope

Rejected PensionsRejected Pensions
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Survivor's Pension Information Collected

• Name

• Age

• Residence

• Letter from veteran soldier

• Affidavits from those that served with the soldier
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Widow's Pension Information Collected

• Name (including maiden name)

• Age

• Residence

• Date and place of marriage

• Date and place of spouse's death

• Letter from widow and surviving family, including 
court testimony

• Affidavits from those who served with deceased soldier
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FamilySearch.org
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Fold3.com
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Widow’s Affidavit, Pension of Gershom Cohen, 
Fold3
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Letter Supporting Marriage from Hebrew Congregation in 
Charleston, SC, Pension of Gershom Cohen, Fold3
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Tip
If you don’t have access to 

Fold3, use the National 
Archives catalog

Jewish Patriots in the American Revolution

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org 49



Catalog.archives.gov
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Pension Roll of 1835
• In 1834/1835, the U.S. Senate passed a series of 

resolutions requiring a list be compiled of 
pensioners who were drawing pensions for service 
in the Revolutionary War

• Some War of 1812 veterans may be listed
• Most appear in later pension rolls
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Ancestry.com
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Pension Roll of 1835, Connecticut
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Ancestry.com
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1840 Revolutionary War Pension Census, 
South Carolina, Ancestry.com
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Bounty Land

Jewish Patriots in the American Revolution

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org 56



What is Bounty Land?
• To entice soldiers to fight, the Continental 

Congress in 1776 promised land in exchange for 
service

• After the war, states had to cede land to federal 
government
– Competing land claims among states
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Credit: Atlas of the 
Historical Geography 
of the United States
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States WITHOUT Bounty Land
• Colonies: 
– New Hampshire
– Rhode Island
– New Jersey
– Delaware
– Connecticut

• Independent 
– Republic of Vermont
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Eligibility
• Unit: Continental line

• Rank: Soldier or non-commissioned officer

• Duration: Minimum three years of service

• Assignment Allowed: No (changed in 1788)

• State Application Allowed: Yes
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Amount by Rank
AmountRank

500 acresColonel

450 acresLieutenant Colonel

400 acresMajor

300 acresCaptain

200 acresLieutenant

150 acresEnsign

100 acresPrivate

Resolution: 16 September 1776                            
Source: NARA Pamphlet Describing M804: Revolutionary War Pension and 
Bounty-Land-Warrant Application Files
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Process Generated Paper
• Steps

• Federal Agencies
– Secretary of War 

reviewed applications and 
issued warrants

– Treasury Department 
supervised selection of 
land and issued patents

• State Agencies
– Unique to state

Application

Warrant

Survey

Patent

Possession
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Finding Your Patriot

Lloyd DeWitt Bockstruck, Revolutionary War 
Bounty Land Grants Awarded by State 
Governments (Baltimore, MD:  Genealogical 
Publishing Co., 1996) 

Bockstruck’s book is on Ancestry as “Revolutionary War Bounty Land 
Grants”
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Dar.org/GRS
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Dar.org/GRS
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Dar.org/GRS
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Manuscripts
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Haym Salomon Collection
• Held at Center for Jewish History, New York City

• Contents include correspondence, bank notes, his 
marriage contract with Rachel Franks, probate 
records, guardianship records, and more
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Mordecai Sheftall Papers
• Held at Center for Jewish History, New York City

• Contents include provision returns for goods 
purchased for troops, family papers, privateer 
records, and more 

• Some of his miscellaneous papers are available at 
the Hargrett Library in Georgia and are digitized 
on the Digital Library of Georgia web site 

Jewish Patriots in the American Revolution

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org 69



Aaron Lopez Papers
• Newport Historical Society – merchant records, 

letter books, personal and financial 
correspondence

• Rhode Island Historical Society – oath of 
allegiance, shipping records, correspondence, etc.

• Center for Jewish History in New York City –
pre-Revolution mercantile and shipping records, 
and correspondence
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Strategies for 
Identifying Origins
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Military Records
• Locate military records, particularly pension files 

for surviving soldiers – they often wrote affidavits 
describing when and where they were born. 
o Some may have noted a specific townland or 

region
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Fold3.com
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Court Records
• Locate court records in the places where they lived

• Many court records are held at the county level 
and can be found on FamilySearch or at a state 
archives 

• Naturalization records provide a lot of detail
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FAN Club
• Research the extended family, associates, and 

neighbors to learn about their origins.

• Many brothers served together. By finding a 
sibling’s military records, you may uncover more 
clues about their origins. 
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DNA Testing
• Identify a living male descendant of the soldier to 

take a Y-DNA test with FamilyTree DNA.

• The tester may match others with the same 
surname where others have researched and 
identified their origins, including others who may 
live overseas.

• Many testers upload their results to a surname 
project.
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QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@ americanancestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org/jewish-patriots-american-revolution
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revolutionaryroots.AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org/Events

Upcoming Events
ONLINE LECTURE
Portraits of Patriots: Colonel John Trumbull and Five Fellow 
Patriots from Connecticut in the American Revolution
Presented by Damien Cregeau; Moderated by Curt DiCamillo
October 30, 2:00 – 3:00 PM ET

IN-PERSON EXHIBIT
Patriots of Color
April 23–December 31, 2026

ONLINE LECTURE
The World Turned Upside Down: New York in the Revolution
Presented by David Allen Lambert; November 12, 3:00 – 4:00 PM ET

ONLINE LECTURE
The Turn of the Century in the North End: Jewish 
Immigrants and Their Neighbors
Presented by Randall Geller; November 19, 6:00 – 7:00 PM ET
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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