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PRIMARY SOURCES

The Shapell Roster of Jewish Service
in the American Civil War: A Resource for
Nineteenth- and Early Twentieth-Century
American Jewish History

by

Adrienne DeArmas *

n 2013, in conjunction with the exhibition, Passages through the Fire:
I Jews and the Civil War, the American Jewish Historical Society hosted a

roundtable discussion, “Jewish Soldiers in the Civil War: Jews and the
Battle of Gettysburg.” The event featured John R. Sellers, the project man-
ager of what would become known as The Shapell Roster of Jewish Service
in the American Civil War, and J. David Hacker, a demographic historian
specializing in nineteenth century America, whose groundbreaking re-
search, “A Census-Based Count of the Civil War Dead,” had recently been
published.! Afterwards, Hacker praised the ambitious effort behind the
Shapell Roster: “[You] do understand that this has never been done before,
right?” He was not wrong. His encouragement confirmed the growing be-
lief of the project’s staff that we needed to significantly shift the original
scope of work established two years earlier.

Phase 1: An Accurate Accounting

In 2011, Sellers had been tasked by the Shapell Manuscript Founda-
tion with building a research team to create a historically accurate roster
of Jews who served in the American Civil War.2 As one of the researchers
selected for this opportunity, I was provided two books: Simon Wolf’s The
American Jew as Patriot, Soldier and Citizen, and Mel Young's Where They Lie;
a bibliography of resources on nineteenth-century American Jewish his-
tory and the Civil War; a website link to an online database created by the
foundation for data entry; and a deadline of one year.3 I was instructed to

* The author may be contacted at adrienne@shapell.org.
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assume that all the names in Wolf and Young were Jewish unless I found
compelling evidence to the contrary and that I should not be concerned
with whether these Jewish soldiers were practicing Jews unless, of course,
they converted to Christianity.* In conjunction with the sesquicentennial
anniversary of the Civil War, the goal was to publish a four-volume mili-
tary “roll of honor.” Each name would be listed with their service history
details and a designation of one of three Jewish affiliations: Jewish, Un-
known, or Not Jewish.5

Within the first year, it became clear that every name in Wolf’s roster
required research to confirm that they did serve and that they were, in
fact, Jewish.¢ By 2013, the scope of the project was expanded to include
genealogical research, additional researchers were hired, and the database
was redesigned to accommodate the breadth of data we collected. We
added a new Jewish affiliation, “Jewish according to Wolf,” to account for
those names that we could not find service records for, or for those who
only existed in the military records. To support our claim that each man
did or did not serve and was or was not Jewish, we began collecting doc-
umentary proof that would be attached to their record in the database.
And, perhaps most importantly, we began to grapple with the possibility
that there were not ten thousand Jews who served in the American Civil
War.

“Ten Thousand Jews”: A Brief Analysis of Wolf’s Roster

Despite the universal acknowledgement amongst Jewish scholars
that The American Jew as Patriot, Soldier and Citizen is not the gospel on the
topic of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American Jewish military his-
tory, it has been the only resource that offered an answer to the question,
“How many Jews served in the American Civil War?” During the centen-
nial anniversary of the Civil War in the early 1960s, the American Jewish
community revisited the topic for the first time since Wolf’s volume ap-
peared in 1895. The Civil War Centennial Jewish Historical Commission
created the commemorative exhibition The American Jew in the Civil War,
Bertram W. Korn republished American Jewry and the Civil War, and others
published new volumes on the topic.”

Shortly thereafter, archivist Sylvan Morris Dubow took Wolf to task
concerning flaws in his methodology, but Dubow declined to explore how
Wolf conducted his research, nor did he correct Wolf’'s inaccuracies.8
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Simon Wolf, 1916.
(Wikimedia Commons.)

Twenty years later, Mel Young identified names that Wolf omitted in
Where They Lie, but since he, like Wolf, relied on name profiling, not all of
his discoveries were accurate. Robert Rosen’s The Jewish Confederates, a tes-
tament to old-fashioned pre-internet research, is currently considered the
most accurate accounting of Jewish Confederate service in the Civil War.?
If these authors did not specifically state, “ten thousand Jews served in the
Civil War,” many academic publications did.’® The reality is, even though
we are investigating every name in these resources, it is highly unlikely
that this number is accurate — the statistics fail to support the claim.!!

Phase I1: A Shift in Focus

By 2018, our project assumed a name: The Shapell Roster of Jewish
Service in the American Civil War (or the Shapell Roster). The database
was redesigned and again expanded to include nearly one hundred data
entry fields, all accessible via a new, powerful, and flexible search engine.
Jewish affiliations were renamed and revised as Jewish Statuses: Jewish,
Not Jewish, and To Be Determined. Definitions of Jewish were created:
Genealogical Proof, Self-Identification, and Testament by the Soldier’s
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Sample search results, Shapell Roster.
(httpsy/fwww.shapell.org/civil-war-soldier-database/search.)

Contemporaries.'? Target audiences were identified as descendants, schol-
ars, and enthusiasts with an interest in American Jewish history,
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century history, the American Civil War,
and Jewish genealogy. The shift in focus from “how many” to “who were
they?” relieved us from providing a number that was outdated almost as
soon as it was given and, most importantly, brought the Shapell Roster
into alignment with the Shapell Manuscript Foundation’s mission of mak-
ing historical documents, especially those that “express humanity,
compassion, modesty, fragility, and irony,” more accessible to the pub-
lic.13

Phase 11I: Engaging the Public

In preparation for the launch of the Union records of the Shapell Ros-
ter, we documented our research methodology, which includes adherence
to the Genealogical Proof Standard'4 and utilization of Karl Popper’s Fal-
sifiability Principle;!> updated the standard operating procedures
documentation that detail how, and under what circumstances, every
field in the database is populated;'® published articles about the soldiers
at shapell.org;!” posted “Featured Soldier” content on social media;'® and
presented slideshow lectures at institutions and conferences.!®



DEARMAS / THE SHAPELL ROSTER 121

In August 2022, the Shapell Manuscript Foundation published more
than seven thousand Union records from the Shapell Roster and plans to
release the remaining records, state by state, starting in 2025.20 The Inter-
national Association of Jewish Genealogical Societies (IAJGS), Jewish War
Veterans (JWV), the National Museum of American Jewish Military His-
tory (NMAJMH), and JewishGen are some of the Shapell Roster’s early
organizational supporters —the latter partnering with the Shapell Manu-
script Foundation in 2023 to make the Shapell Roster accessible to its
constituency via JewishGen.org. Adam Mendelsohn’s Jewish Soldiers in the
Civil War: the Union Army, is the first of what we hope will be many inter-
pretations of the Shapell Roster’s data.?! As more scholars become aware
of its existence, we look forward to seeing how the data can be utilized to
explore new ideas on topics long contemplated or never previously dis-
cussed.

Stories from the South

According to the National Park Service, “soldier demographics
for the Confederate Army are not available due to incomplete and
destroyed enlistment records.”??> Another challenge in identifying Jewish
soldiers in the South is the intersection between the Jewish tradition
of bestowing on a newborn the given name of a recently deceased relative
and the “Surname, first initial of given name”convention employed by
the CSA. Imagine the following scenario: In 1837, Jacob Cohen, a father
of eight sons, suffered a heart attack and died. Between 1837 and
1842, Jacob’s sons were blessed with eight sons of their own, all of
whom were named Jacob Cohen in honor of their recently deceased
paternal grandfather. Fast forward to 1861, and eight men identified
as “Cohen, J” enlist or were drafted into Confederate service. To further
complicate this situation, “J” and “1” are nearly identical in nineteenth
century handwriting, so just when we think we have determined
who’s who among the Jacob Cohens, we then must account for all
the Joshua, John, Isaac, Isidore, Isaiah, or Israel Cohens—and this takes
time.

As we continue to prepare the records of those who served from
southern states for publication, the following provides an advance look at
a few newly discovered documents, intriguing research conundrums, and
interesting individuals you can expect to find in the Shapell Roster.
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Louisiana: Philip Thalheimer

Proving a soldier Jewish by self-identification is only possible when
nineteenth- or early twentieth-century documents such as digitized news-
papers remain extant. Occasionally, the document might be a ketubah, last
will and testament, diary, or letter. In Philip Thalheimer’s case, the docu-
ment was a letter discovered in his service records at the National
Archives. A native of Niederstetten, Wiirttemberg, Thalheimer moved to
Baton Rouge for a business opportunity prior to the war. Not wanting to
abandon his financial interests, the thirty-two-year-old reluctantly joined
the Ninth Battalion Louisiana Infantry in 1862.2 Captured in July 1863,
Thalheimer spent the remainder of the war at the Customs House Prison
in New Orleans. Two months after being incarcerated, he wrote to Briga-
dier General James Bowen, requesting a parole to attend Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur services at a local synagogue:?*

Custom House Prison
September 10. 1863.

Brig. Genl. Bowen
Provost-Marshal New Orleans

Dear Sir:

I beg leave to submit the following statement to your kind consid-
eration, trusting that you will favorably act upon it: The religion
to which I belong has 3 holidays in the year, on which of all others
I always attended the services in the Synagogue wherever I re-
sided; these holidays are coming off, or rather begin next Sunday
evening the 13th inst. and end Tuesday evening the 15th, and
begin again, Tuesday evening the 23th inst and Wednesday even-
ing the 24th inst. in all three days. To be able to adhere to
the principles taught me by my parents, I would now beg you to
grant me a parole within the city limits for the above named days,
so that I may attend the services in either one of the Synagogues
here.

Awaiting the requested permission, I remain, Very Respectfully
Your Obdt. Servt.

P. Thalheimer

Lieut.
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Letter from Lt. P. Thalheimer requesting parole to attend
High Holiday services, September 10, 1863.

(National Archives and Records Administration.)
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Miississippi: 1. Bloomenthal/Blumenthal

The Wisconsin Veterans Museum in Madison, Wisconsin, houses an
interesting document that archivist Russell P. Horton describes as a sou-
venir.?> Like most of the collection, the document has no provenance other
than it was donated by a Civil War veteran, whose identity was not rec-
orded. It is a Request for Leave, signed by 1. Bloomenthal, for nine days to
celebrate Passover in April 1865. We currently know little about Bloomen-
thal. The document indicates that he served in Captain Turner’s Company
of the Mississippi Light Artillery as a private, he was Jewish, and had rel-
atives in Mobile, Alabama.?® Based on his inclusion in the 1866 Mobile city
directory as “Blumenthal, I,” we also know he survived the war and
worked as a clerk for the clothing store, Hoffstadt & Co.%”

In 1865, the dates for Passover were April 11 to April 18. Blumenthal
requested leave on April 5, not knowing that in four days the war would
be over. Unfortunately, we will probably never know if his request was
granted, if he spent Passover with his relatives, what his first name was,
what happened to him after 1866, or how his request for leave ended up
in the possession of a Wisconsin Civil War veteran. To this last point,
someone wrote “Herbert Roderick” on the document twice in non-period
pencil. A quick search of Wisconsin soldiers reveals that a Herbert Roder-
ick Bird served in the Twenty-third Wisconsin Infantry, and in April 1865
he was in Mobile with his regiment. Also, a soldier named Herbert Roder-
ick served in the Twenty-fourth Wisconsin Infantry, but he was
in Tennessee in April 1865. Research into the provenance of the letter
and Blumenthal remains ongoing. The documents in question read as fol-
lows:

Head Quarters Turner’s Battery E
Right Wing Def. Mobile April 5th, 1865

Col,”

The undersigned I Blumenthal a private in Turner’s Battery E re-
spectfully ask for leave of absence for the period of nine days to
remain in the City of Mobile, He being an Israelite, and wishes to
celebrate a feast, which is called Passover, with his Relations in
the City, he would in case of an emergency, be at his post, where
he has been since the Commencement of the War.
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Private I. Bloomenthal, request for leave, April 1865.

(Courtesy of the Wisconsin Veterans Museum.)
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I am respectfully your obed. servant, I. Blumenthal, Private,
Turner’s Battery.

Col. G. G. Garner
Chief of Staff
Distr. of the Gulf

*kk%

Hd Qrs Turner’s Batty “E”
Rit Wing Defences of Mobile
April 5th, 1865

Col

I have the honor to make application for a leave of absence for the
period of nine days being an Israelite, I wish to attend a feast of
Passover, with my Relatives. I only ask permission to remain in
the City of Mobile, where I can be summoned to my post in case
of an emergency, where I have ever been since the Commence-
ment of the War.

I am Sir Very Respectfully your obt Servt, I. Bloomenthal, Private,
in Turner’s Battery.

Col. G. G. Garner
Chief of Staff
Dist. of the Gulf

Texas: David, Jacob, Pinkney, and Hamilton Pohalski

Finding genealogical proof that a Confederate soldier was Jewish of-
ten results in adding members of the family to the Shapell Roster. Wolf
included two soldiers from Texas, “P.” and “G. D.” Pohalski. The only
matches in the historical record were Pinkney and David Pohalski of
Smith County, Texas, the sons of Alexander Pohalska, a Polish immigrant
who came to America in 1854 and died in November 1860. Alexander’s
last will and testament identified his family as follows: “I desire them [ex-
ecutors] to pay over to my beloved wife Ester Pohalska and my four
beloved and only children my daughter Rachel and three sons, Davis, Ja-
cob and Pink. The wife and daughter reside in the town of Branska in that
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part of Poland which belongs to the government of Russia, Jacob in the
city and state of New York and Davis and Pink in Smith County State of
Texas.”?8

In addition to Pinkney and David, two additional men with the Po-
halski surname served in the Confederacy from Texas: Jacob and
Hamilton. It's unclear why Jacob, a resident of New York City, served in
the Twelfth Brigade, Texas State Troops, but presumably he went to Texas
after his father died and did not leave prior to the war.?? One can also pre-
sume that he favored the Union, given that he moved back to New York
City after the war and named his first-born son Abraham Lincoln Pohal-
ski.30

So, who was Hamilton Pohalski? To date, we have not found any
mention of him in the historical record other than his Eleventh Texas In-
fantry service record, and the only information in it is a note that reads,
“Servant attached to hospital by Sur[geon] E[benezer] Jones, to serve per-
manently.”3! The rank of servant is not unheard of and is typically
preceded by “Colored,” “Negro,” or “Black,” but not in this case. Was
Hamilton Pohalski the purchased property of Pinkney or David Pohalski?

P. Pohalski & Co., book cover,
The Count of Monte Cristo.

(Courtesy of the State Archives
of Florida, Florida Memory.)
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Was he their half-brother, fathered by Alexander with a woman of color
who may or may not have been his slave? Or was he an enslaved man
owned by one of his half-brothers? For our purposes, the distinction is the
difference between a story about Jewish slave holders and a new addition
to the Shapell Roster.

Postcard of the Threefoot Building, Meridian, Mississippi.
(Courtesy of the University of Mississippi,

Archives and Special Collections.)
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Mississippi and Alabama: Abraham Threefoot and Michael Threefoot

Abraham Threefoot was a private in the quartermaster department
of the Confederate army. After the war, he served as an elected officer in
Beth Israel Congregation of Meridian, Mississippi, and when he died, he
was interred in the synagogue’s cemetery. Family trees on multiple gene-
alogical websites identify Abraham’s brother, Michael.3? Michael enlisted
in the Second Alabama Volunteer Militia but did not appear to be Jewish.
Even more confusing, in 1860, Michael lived in Mobile with his wife, Su-
sannah, daughters Courtney, Pocahontas, and Pattie, and his wife’s aunt,
Pocahontas Eldridge.3® Per family history, Michael immigrated first and
anglicized his surname literally (“Dreyfus” in German means tripod
or three-foot). He fell in love with and married a descendant of Rebecca
Rolphe, who was born Amonute, the daughter of the Powhatan chief and
best known by her nickname, Pocahontas. The Eldridge family tradition
of naming at least one daughter Pocahontas each generation explains Mi-
chael Threefoot’s daughter’s name, as well as his wife’s aunt’s name, and
quickly disabused us of the hypothesis that Michael Threefoot was a Na-
tive American who converted to Judaism.3* The historical record does not
tell us why one brother embraced his Jewish heritage while the other did
not, leaving us to wonder what effect this had on their relationship and if
this happened in other Jewish families who immigrated to America dur-
ing this time period.

Conclusion

These case studies illustrate the challenges historians, repository
staff, and genealogists face in determining both Jewish identity and evi-
dence of Civil War service. Sources are widespread and not always clear.
Our work is largely possible because of the digitization of historical doc-
uments, which has come a long way since the Library of Congress
launched the first pilot program in 1995. In 2021, FamilySearch completed
the digitization of 2.4 million rolls of microfilm representing eighty-three
years of filming the world’s historical genealogical records.3> Access to so
many primary sources allowed us to change the question from “how
many” to “who were they” and supports our mandate of transparency.3¢
As more repositories, especially in the southern states, continue to digitize
their holdings and more people discover the Shapell Roster, our ability to
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determine who I. Blumenthal and Hamilton Pohalski were increases ex-
ponentially. As new resources become available, the Shapell Roster will
continue to be updated.
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