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Houses Divided that Remained Standing;:
Conflicting Loyalties within an Extended
Southern Jewish Family

by

Jay Silverberg *

New York Times in 1897 when the United Daughters of the Con-
federacy (UDC) offered him membership. Aware of Ochs’s
southern upbringing, prominence in Chattanooga, and devotion to his

ﬁ dolph Ochs was barely one year into his ownership of the

Confederate-loving mother, the UDC was cognizant of the impact Ochs’s
acceptance would have on its nascent campaign to revise Civil War
memory.!

While he artfully refused to join the organization, Ochs’s letter helps
illustrate his shifting personal views about reconciliation after the Civil
War. Ochs belonged to an extended southern Jewish family —the
Mayers — that was drawn into the societal impact of the Civil War, adapt-
ing to a New South while either opposing or supporting the Lost Cause
narrative. Ochs’s brothers and cousins in Tennessee, Mississippi, and
Alabama were equally well established in the region before, during,
and after the Civil War. The entire family, whether espousing Confederate
or Union sympathies, balanced influences in their lives challenging
their loyalty to each other, to other Jews, to their region, and to the coun-
try.2

Numerous newly identified primary sources add to the revelations
of historians who have addressed the same or similar topics. Following
the broader historiography, members of the Ochs and Mayer families can
be portrayed as pragmatists, balancing religious, economic, and familial
challenges before and after the war. The close-knit family also shared

* The author may be contacted at jbsilverberg@gmail.com.
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similarities with other southern—and northern—Jewish families, being
“cosmopolitan, economically and geographically mobile, and willing to
take controversial positions.” In her analysis of Jewish mobility, Shari
Rabin offers the view that Jews “were not eager assimilationists, not ada-
mant reformers, and not staunch traditionalists, but rather ordinary Jews
who were flexible, open-minded and pragmatic.” Their lives teetered be-
tween a desire to embrace a progressive New South even as they were
being enveloped by Lost Cause sentiments.3

Ochs’s response to the UDC in which he sought to remove himself
from the debate about Civil War memory provides insight into his evolv-
ing viewpoints about the war’s place in collective memory during a forty-
year period. He moved from an almost detached feeling toward the war
to embracing pro-Confederate memorials and strong anti-Reconstruction-
ist views, even supporting the disenfranchisement of Black Americans. In
the letter written in 1897, he deferred to groups such as the UDC for their
“sacred work” of memorialization, two years after his Chattanooga news-
paper broached the beginnings of a revised Civil War memory in a similar
manner to the white women of the Confederacy.*

A decade later, he became intertwined through his Chattanooga Times
with a group of businessmen whose efforts significantly diminished, if not
eliminated Black men from elective office, as happened in communities
throughout the South seeking an end to the postbellum political and social
progress Blacks had temporarily achieved during Reconstruction. In Mis-
sissippi, the Mayers also navigated regional sensitivities of war memory,
memorials, and celebrations, maintaining their Judaism while working
like their more famous cousin for economic and political progress amidst
similar conflicts over social and racial equality.>

Ultimately this is a story about divisions between husbands and
wives, brothers and sisters, and cousins, from generation to generation, on
virtually every issue from the coming of the Civil War through Recon-
struction, to the New South and Lost Cause mythology, and into the era
of Jim Crow segregation. At the Republican convention held in Spring-
field, Illinois, on June 16, 1858, Abraham Lincoln famously maintained in
opposition to Stephen Douglas that a “house divided against itself cannot
stand.” Yet, for the Ochs-Mayer extended family, such divisiveness, con-
trary to Lincoln’s prognosis for the nation, failed to break ties of blood or
religion.
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Natchez Roots: Confederate Mother and Union Father

The patriarch and matriarch of the extended family, John and Jean-
nette Mayer—Ochs’s great uncle and aunt—settled in New Orleans
during the 1830s and moved to Natchez the following decade. Ochs’s
mother was Bertha Levy Ochs. Her father, Joseph Levy, and John Mayer
were brothers from Landau, Germany.® Depending on the accounts, Ber-
tha Levy’s revolutionary leanings during the German uprisings in the
1840s placed her in a precarious position with authorities in Heidelberg,
where she attended a private school. Levy’s family removed Bertha from
Heidelberg and sent her to Natchez to live with her uncle John and his
family. She arrived in New Orleans on November 5, 1850. Her father, a
prosperous businessman in Landau, sold the family’s belongings and
business and then emigrated with her mother, Regina, brothers Oscar and
Dave, and sisters Fannie, Julia, and Amelia, arriving in New Orleans al-
most three years to the day after Bertha.”

John and Jeannette Mayer.
(Courtesy of the Thomas H. and Joan Gandy Photographic Collection,
Louisiana and Lower Mississippi Valley Collections,
LSU Libraries, Baton Rouge, LA.)
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Advertisement for a merchandise auction
to be held by Joseph Levy, “merchant-
tailor here.” (Landauer Wochenblatt,
April 27, 1853. Courtesy of the
Manuscripts and Archives Division,
New York Public Library.)

Bertha Levy enjoyed the life of a southern belle in Natchez. Like so
many Jewish immigrants, whatever strife she may have protested or lived
through in Germany was quickly put aside as she transitioned into a priv-
ileged lifestyle amid the plantation-centered region where she settled. In
1855, her four years of relative comfort living with her family took a de-
cided turn when she married Julius Ochs in Nashville about a year after
they first met in Natchez. The two would make a formidable couple, chal-
lenged by ongoing economic struggles and their internal conflicts about
the Civil War, countered by their lifelong devotion to each other and fam-
ily 8

In 1845, Julius Ochs had followed his brothers and sisters to America.
As many Jews before and after, Ochs began peddling. He eventually relied
on his musical ability to entertain and his deep knowledge of Judaism to
conduct services, skills that would provide for his family well into later
years. The elder Ochs met with varied success as a merchant, as well as
calamitous business experiences. A prosperous clothing store in Nashville
burned in 1854, not long after the Levys had moved there from Cincinnati,
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and he reunited with his future wife. After two years in Cincinnati and the
birth of Adolph in 1858, the Ochs family returned to Nashville. When he
heard the news about Fort Sumter, Julius spoke openly on behalf of the
Union and was spirited out of town with his family in a friend’s carriage
back to Cincinnati. An abolitionist, his position was hardened by frequent
peddling trips throughout the South that exposed him to the horrors of
slavery.’

In 1861, Ochs mustered a group of volunteers in Cincinnati intent on
preventing smuggling of arms and goods to the Confederacy. Troubles at
home, however, soon began. “The women were fired with an almost ec-
static zeal for the Confederate cause,” he wrote in his autobiography.
“They were fierce, implacable in their hatred of the North. I was ac-
quainted with many of them, for my wife, being sixteen when she came to
Mississippi had imbibed the Southern spirit and entertained extreme ani-
mosity toward the North.” Perhaps his wife, Bertha, maintained some of
her youthful zeal for revolution as a witness to events in Heidelberg.

Bertha Levy Ochs with Adolph Ochs, 1858.
(Courtesy of the Manuscripts and Archives Division,
New York Public Library.)
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Regardless, she was caught once trying to smuggle quinine to Confederate
soldiers bivouacked near Cincinnati and nearly jailed a second time join-
ing women friends and fellow Confederate sympathizers denouncing
Union authority in Cincinnati. In both instances, her husband’s good
standing as a Union officer amicably ended her difficulties.10

The family enjoyed a brief period of prosperity in the years just after
the war when Julius was part owner of stores in Knoxville, but those ven-
tures, too, ended in failure. Judaism, however, acted as an anchor for
the elder Ochs. A descendent of Orthodox Jews, he had become fluent in

Adolph Ochs as a young man, dressed
in a Confederate uniform, c.1868.
Photograph probably by
Theodore Moritz Schleier.
(Courtesy of the Manuscripts
and Archives Division,

New York Public Library.)

Hebrew by his late teens. Before departing Knoxville to join Adolph in
Chattanooga, Julius Ochs became the spiritual and inspirational leader of
a small group of Jews, but the family’s faith continually challenged
Adolph Ochs in the decades that followed. The young Adolph worked
briefly for his uncle, Oscar Levy, a Confederate veteran, in Providence,
Rhode Island, before returning to Knoxville to work for the local newspa-
per. By his late teens, Adolph emerged as the “emotional and economic
fulcrum of his family,” a role he never relinquished. In 1878, he bought the
failing Chattanooga Times and began his rise to the pinnacle of American
newspaper publishing. Devoted to his parents, he hired his father as the
bookkeeper for the newspaper, thereby recognizing Julius Ochs’s lifelong



SILVERBERG/ HOUSES DIVIDED 17

acumen for numbers and efficiency, while acutely aware of his business
weaknesses. He wrote loving letters to his mother for years, hoping that
she was proud of him and his achievements.!!

After Julius Ochs died in 1888, his wife spent time with family at
their various homes, always “an unreconstructed southerner.” Her grand-
daughter, Iphigene Ochs Sulzberger, remembered during one of her
grandmother’s visits to New York City, “we were to hear Booker T. Wash-
ington at Carnegie Hall . . . and this plan outraged her. ‘'How can you be
taking your child out to hear that darkie!” Papa responded very calmly but
very firmly, “Mr. Washington is a great man and Iphigene should hear
him.”” In 1910, Booker T. Washington wrote to Adolph Ochs seeking the
New York Times’s support for a national exposition commemorating the
fiftieth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. Washington asked
for Ochs and the Times to endorse a U.S. Senate resolution supporting the
exposition. The Times had been less than supportive of a national exposi-
tion, arguing that smaller, regional expositions might be more helpful to
a commemoration than a larger, national event, which, if unsuccessful,
would do more harm than good to Black Americans. Washington wrote
that he would be opposed “to anything that would stir up racial strife or
revive bitterness growing out of slavery and reconstruction days. . . . I be-
lieve that the Southern white people can be led to take as much pride in
this Exposition as the Negro himself.”12

Bertha Levy Ochs died in 1908. Yet even in death, the lifelong dedi-
cation of Julius and Bertha Ochs to their respective causes presented
challenges to the family. Adolph Ochs talked his mother into giving his
father a modest military-style procession of Union veterans, as his casket,
covered in the flag of the United States, was carried to his grave. Years
later, Bertha Levy Ochs’s coffin next to her husband’s grave was covered
by the Confederate Stars and Bars, the pin of the UDC Chattanooga unit
of which she was a charter member attached to her burial shroud.®

A Southerner in the North

As the authors of The Trust: The Private and Powerful Family Behind
The New York Times point out, Adolph Ochs “was a man of his era and
region.” By the time the UDC approached him in 1897, he had owned the
Chattanooga Times for nineteen years and maintained interests with his sib-
lings, managing the paper even though he lived in New York. While he
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attempted to use his youth as a means of deflecting the Civil War’s impact
in his UDC response, the war had never been far from him. During the
postbellum era, family meals included debates about the Civil War. His
brother George remembered, “my parents lived a wonderfully harmoni-
ous life, notwithstanding their opposed affiliations, for which they fought
unrelentingly —a marvelous example of tolerance and humanism.” Julius
Ochs befriended two of the more noteworthy Tennesseans of the era—
Andrew Johnson, who became Abraham Lincoln’s vice president and suc-
cessor as president, and Parson Brownlow, a newspaper publisher and
Tennessee governor. Johnson and Brownlow opposed each other on se-
cession, with the elder Ochs at times mediating their rows.14

By 1897 Adolph Ochs had emerged as one of Chattanooga’s leading
citizens, and his involvement in local matters through his newspaper’s ed-
itorial coverage and policies provided early insight into his views about
racial equity. In 1883, he withstood widespread criticism for his newspa-
per’s opposition to proposed legislation that would have significantly
curtailed Black political office-holding. His newspaper took an unpopular
position when it lobbied for prison reform in response to the treatment of
Black men frequently sentenced for minor or imagined offenses resulting
in convict labor—essentially slavery in another form. Years earlier in
Knoxville, his father, Julius, had directed efforts to improve conditions in
the local “workhouse” or prison. Chattanooga Times readers canceled their
subscriptions and businesses canceled advertising, costing Ochs thou-
sands of dollars in lost revenue because of his opposition to the proposed
legislation. Another controversy arose when Republicans appointed a
Black man to the school board, and, although Ochs’s newspaper agreed
that the appointment should not have been made, his editorial position
held firm —the appointment was not a sufficient reason to overhaul city
government.!®

The three Ochs brothers— Adolph, George, and Milton—were con-
tinually involved in Chattanooga’s economic, social, and civic affairs.
Milton, who remained in the newspaper business in Chattanooga most of
his life, served as a vice president and director of the Lookout Mountain
site before it became a national park. Adolph Ochs eventually deeded
2,700 acres on the slopes of Lookout Mountain that now include a national
park encompassing the Civil War battlefield, the main highway in the
area, and an observatory named after him. Ochs’s uncle Oscar Levy and
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Cannon at Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park, 1918
(Library of Congress.)

cousins, Simon Mayer and Simon Lehman, fought at Chickamauga as
members of the Tenth Mississippi infantry regiment.

In 1895, Ochs served as chairman of the Chickamauga Memorial As-
sociation that planned the national park. This position stands in contrast
to his UDC letter in which he hopes “people forget there ever was a Civil
War.” His hopes, however, were swept aside by the momentum for some-
thing far different. The dedication of the Chickamauga Battlefield was
among the most visible of any memorial efforts during the post-Recon-
struction era of rising Jim Crow segregation. Ochs’s newspaper estimated
that nearly fifty thousand people were in attendance in Chattanooga dur-
ing the battlefield dedication in September 1895, a national show of
purported Blue-Gray reconciliation.6
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His newspaper devoted three days of coverage to the dedication,
publishing impassioned memories from those who fought in one of the
bloodiest battles of the war. “Yesterday was a great day,” began an edito-
rial comment in Ochs’s Chattanooga Times on September 20, 1895. It
recounted how the U.S. vice president, governors, Civil War generals, and
other dignitaries attended the ceremonies: “They were all here to witness
the last but joyful rites over the dead body of sectionalism. They buried
the repulsive carcass on Chickamauga field, covered the grave with the
soil made sacred by American patriots, planted it so deep that no trump
of discord can ever revive it into life again.” Although Ochs and his news-
paper followed a central theme of the times —a unified country no longer
divided by the sectional differences before and after the war — historians
observe that this desire for reconciliation “offered both a white-washed
memory of the war and vision of sectional healing on Confederate
terms.”1”

The authors of a major book on his newspaper career state that Ochs
keenly sought middle ground, having observed his mother and father
continually at odds over the war. His letters to pro-Confederate organiza-
tions support that premise. However, he pivoted dramatically to embrace
Jim Crow efforts resulting in Black disenfranchisement in Chattanooga. In
1911, city leaders began anew to dismantle nearly thirty years of political
equity among Blacks and whites, pushing through redistricting laws that
essentially ended any hope of Black men winning elective office and insti-
tuting hiring practices removing or significantly restricting Black people
from working in city offices. Ochs and his Chattanooga newspaper stood
at the forefront of those efforts even while he resided in New York. “We
have no prejudice against the Negroes but dislike to be ruled and ruined
by them,” a Chattanooga Times editorial stated.!®

Ochs and his Democratic businessmen friends saw Republican Black
elected leaders as impeding their hope for economic progress and took
steps to move them aside. These efforts reflected those of leaders of other
cities throughout the South that ended years of Black social, economic, and
political progress during Reconstruction. However, Ochs differed in one
respect, according to historian Eric Goldstein, in that, while southern Jews
usually supported Black disenfranchisement, they “shied away from high
profile engagement with racial issues.” In contrast, Ochs stood up in the
middle of them.?
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That same year, 1911, on the fiftieth anniversary of the start of the
Civil War, Ochs’s New York Times struck a conciliatory theme in its edito-
rials, chiding readers for needlessly celebrating the war while reminding
them that the soldiers who fought the battles on both sides were Ameri-
cans—the same sentiments Ochs offered in his letters to the UDC.
Nonetheless, news coverage in the Times concentrated on events memori-
alizing the war, ignoring, either willingly or not, the profound political
and societal changes during the period fueling the racist fury prompting
Leo Frank’s prosecution and the Lost Cause. Historians David Blight and
Eric Foner suggest these changes emanated from the same racist white su-
premacist assault on Reconstruction.?

A telling anecdote about Ochs regarding the Ku Klux Klan suggests
his willingness to ignore the organization’s antisemitism while embracing
a sanitized opinion of its racist underpinnings. In a column upon his re-
tirement, Knoxville Journal publisher Alfred F. Sanford wrote in 1936 about
a dinner he shared with Ochs and others. At some point, the KKK became
the subject of conversation. According to Sanford, Ochs argued that the
KKK leadership had misled the members, who joined as an outlet for their
“native American patriotism” regardless of the organization’s intolerant
views.?!

Ochs, who told inquirers that he was from Chattanooga and was
proud of his southern roots, called upon his upbringing during the 1920s
when he was challenged by organizations building monuments to the
Civil War. In 1924, as controversy swirled around whether to build the
Stone Mountain memorial in Georgia, a newspaper accused Ochs of op-
posing the project, and a second detractor challenged his upbringing.
Ochs demanded that both check their facts, defending his heritage. He
gave one thousand dollars to have his mother’s name, Bertha Levy Ochs,
inscribed on the Stone Mountain memorial.?

Four years later, the UDC sought his New York newspaper’s support
for the organization’s efforts to be a part of the Arlington Memorial Bridge
project and the Confederate Memorial at Arlington Cemetery in Washing-
ton D.C. The Times’s Washington, D.C., bureau chief, at Ochs’s request,
provided details about the project in a two-page letter, suggesting that be-
cause the UDC lacked project specifics, the request for a news story
touting the memorial project could be delayed if not indefinitely tabled.
Ochs’s Times had no further involvement in the project. Ochs did send two
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thousand dollars in memory of his mother to the UDC to help fireproof
the chapel where Robert E. Lee is buried at Washington and Lee Univer-
sity in Lexington, Virginia. “I should be pleased to know if I can be of any
further assistance in this effort to preserve and care for the South’s most
sacred shrine,” he wrote in a letter with his contribution. He also sent two
hundred dollars to help Silverdale Cemetery in Chattanooga, the gravesite
of 150 unknown Confederate soldiers.?3

Adolph’s brother George shared some of the same beliefs about the
South and its collective memory. George Ochs lived a life as accomplished
as his brother, but in different environs. He won election as mayor of Chat-
tanooga in 1893 when he was only thirty-one years old. His four-year term
was noted for progressive achievements —the opening of the city’s first
hospital, planning for the city’s first park system, improved financial man-
agement of city finances, and improvements to schools and public health.
His career included positions as an editor and publisher for several news-
papers and magazines, including key positions with the New York Times,
president of the Chattanooga Chamber of Commerce, and membership on
the board of education. Speeches throughout his life show the sorts of con-
flict evident in Lost Cause memory. To high school students, he referred
to the war as “the peculiar crisis.” In a speech during a memorial service

George W. Oakes (Ochs)
(Wikimedia Commons.)
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in 1930 at Mount Hope Cemetery in Hastings-on-Hudson, New York,
Ochs drew on the Civil War tropes of the period, suggesting the animosi-
ties of “that unhappy strife” had subsided, the healing complete because
the grave of the unknown Confederate soldier would be next to the
graves of Union soldiers in the Arlington national military cemetery,
in the shadow of the “consecrated dwelling place of Robert. E. Lee.”
He said his mother was “saturated with the sentiments and ideals of the
Mississippi slave-holding classes, hotly espoused the cause of the South;
while my father, bred in a different school of thought, joined the Union
forces.”*

Adolph and George Ochs became visible parts of the national con-
versation about the Civil War and its aftermath. George Ochs’s speech
during the 1930 memorial service, while he served as the historian of the
Sons of Confederate Veterans Chapter 985 in Chattanooga, mirrored so
many others seeking a Blue-Gray handshake as a symbol of reconciliation
regardless of the country’s inability to accept or even recognize Black
equality. Adolph Ochs, seeking understanding from Lost Cause organiza-
tions about his southernness, and his brother George, on the side of
reconciliation, belonged to the movement to memorialize the war and
those who fought in it, embracing their family members, some of whom
defended southern causes on the very battlefield that they helped to ded-
icate. George Ochs, speaking as Chattanooga mayor during the park
dedication, proclaimed, “This park is thus the symbol of the nation’s sec-
ond birth, the holy ground where amity and reconciliation have erected in
granite and in bronze the record of a country’s heroes, a country now eter-
nally and indivisibly reunited.” As Blight suggests, “The task was
harrowing: how to make the logic of sectional reconciliation compatible
with the logic of emancipation.” Caroline Janney more succinctly con-
cludes that by the 1920s and 1930s, “it seemed as if the Confederate
memory of the war had eclipsed that of the Union."?

In his study of Adolph Ochs, Gerald W. Johnson maintained that
part of Ochs’s greatness was his single-minded goal to overcome the con-
tradictions, if not challenges, in his life. Ochs “had no interest in nonsense
posing as intellectual and spiritual activity,” according to Johnson. He
looked past the misdeeds of his parents’ generation to push himself and
those with whom he associated to a greater good while mindful of his love
for his parents and his southern roots.2¢
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Influence and Conflict in Natchez

Ochs and his Mississippi family, the Mayers, shared more than
a bloodline. The Mayers in Natchez were tethered as well to the Confed-
erate and Union causes and the decisions that would determine,
in historian Blight's words, “the character of the new society that
they were to build.” The Mayers became one of the most prosperous
merchant families in Natchez, surrounded by some of the wealthiest
families in America—the planter elite who wholeheartedly embraced
slavery, secession, and the inevitable war to preserve their plantation life-
styles and enslaved labor force. When John and Jeannette Mayer arrived
in Natchez at the beginning of the 1840s, the town’s economy was slowly
recovering from the worldwide depression that had begun in 1837. The
family adapted well, as did many other Jewish families who were ac-
cepted for embracing the tenets of a slaveholding region while
maintaining their faith, largely without interference from their Christian
neighbors.?”

The family’s business interests comingled with those of siblings, in-
laws, and family friends. Brothers-in-law Henry Frank and Isaac Low-
enburg, Union sutlers who met in Nashville in 1862 before reuniting a year
later in Natchez, became Ochs’s partners in Chattanooga real estate deals
during the 1880s that resulted in financial losses for the investors. Mayer
men also served as Confederate soldiers. “Many were the heated discus-
sions between these “Yankees’ and our rebel family until Mother forbade
political wrangling, but encouraged affinity, prompted by her usual tact
and good sense,” wrote family historian Clara Lowenburg in her memoirs.
Frank J. Byrne argues that the family acted as the linchpin in the interplay
of Confederate-Union sentiments. “The dynamics of all nineteenth-cen-
tury families incorporated varying degrees of affection, materialism,
paternalism, and racism, but the peculiar blend of these qualities within
the merchant family made it unique. . . . [TThe merchant family not only
exhibited characteristics similar to those of both the yeoman and planter
classes; its values spanned the growing sectional divide of antebellum
America,” Byrne contends.?®

During the Civil War, the Mayers’ successful shoe and general mer-
chandise store provided financial stability, while the family’s slave
ownership added another piece to their assimilation into southern society
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and mores. Byrne asserts that families like the Mayers, as merchants and
Jews, were sensitive to misconceptions about secessionist sentiments, and,
at least for the Mayers and other Jews, maintaining ambiguous ties to the
Confederacy was a necessity.?’

Clara Lowenburg’s memoirs, covering nearly eighty years of family
history, offer additional insight into the contradictions and contrasts
within the Ochs-Mayer family. Several of the stories Lowenburg recounts
involve enslaved Blacks, an integral part of the Natchez family, as with
many other southern white families. Enslaved Blacks outnumbered
whites by nearly three to one in Adams County. “Slavery was an axio-
matic foundation of the social pattern of the Old South,” argues Bertram
W. Korn. “Jews wanted to acclimate themselves in every way to their en-
vironment; in both a social and psychological sense, they needed to be
accepted as equals by their fellow citizens.” Lowenburg’s entries about

Clara Lowenburg Moses.
(Courtesy of the Thomas H. and Joan Gandy Photographic Collection,
Louisiana and Lower Mississippi Valley Collections,
LSU Libraries, Baton Rouge, LA.)
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enslaved individuals are a mixture of observational storytelling, repeating
common interpretations seeking to minimize the Black viewpoint of slav-
ery and the war while focused on the inequities inherent in her life and
those of the Black people she encountered.?0

She wrote about an enslaved woman named Ann who “nursed all of
grandma’s children and refused to be free after the war. . .. [S]he told us
wonderful stories about the war and the time she was a slave.” Low-
enburg also wrote about her unease at witnessing Black roustabouts on a
Mississippi River paddlewheel boat being mistreated. She recounted a
story about the Mayers’ liveryman and an enslaved woman who also
worked for the family marrying in the family home. The man joined an
all-Black unit of the Union Army after Natchez fell and served until the
war ended. A Mayer brother-in-law, Julius Weis, wrote in his memoirs of
feeling repugnance after watching a whipping of an enslaved Black man.
“I afterwards got somewhat accustomed to it, but I always felt a pity for
the poor slaves. . . . I owned several slaves myself, but I never found it
necessary to punish them in such a manner.”3!

The Mayer family thrived amid the challenges of Confederate and
New South initiatives because of their ability to adapt to changing times.
Family members became integrally involved in a Natchez Confederate
memorial project, a fraudulent election, equal but separate education for
Blacks and whites, synagogue building, and confronting antisemitism, all
while pursuing economic and political advancement. In many instances,
these efforts coincided. Drew Gilpin Faust, in her examination of postwar
attitudes, explains, “Independence and war reopened unfinished antebel-
lum debates, intensified unresolved prewar conflicts, and subjected some
of the most fundamental assumptions of the Old South to public scrutiny.
In doing all of this, the Confederate effort to define a national identity pro-
duced a revealing record of southerners struggling to explain themselves
to themselves.”32

For Simon Mayer, the Confederacy served as a way of life. The third
of John and Jeannette’s fourteen children, he served with distinction in the
Tenth Mississippi, one of fifteen Confederate units organized in Natchez.
Simon'’s cousins who fought with him in the Tenth included Oscar Levy,
Bertha Levy Ochs’s brother, age nineteen, and first cousins Simon Leh-
mann, twenty-one, and Maurice Ries, twenty-four. A Mayer brother-in-
law, Samuel Ullman, twenty-two, joined the Sixteenth Mississippi. When
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Simon Mayer in uniform.
(Sizeler Family Collection,

in possession of Jay Silverberg.)

Simon Mayer resumed his place among the Natchez elite after the war, he
remained steadfast in his pro-Confederate beliefs as noted in his diary,
evident in postwar private correspondence, and in his involvement,
among other endeavors, with a disputed congressional election in support
of one of his unit's commanding officers.3

The diary, letters, and other sources provide insights into Mayer and
his cousin, Oscar Levy. Simon Mayer linked the war’s memory inextrica-
bly with persona. His military rank of “Major” was affixed to his last name
as much as “Simon” during his postwar life. Oscar Levy, who settled in
San Francisco and lived a successful life, largely left the war behind.
Ullman, as well, moved past his war experiences. The Ochs brothers, who
experienced the war differently than their Mayer cousins, balanced the
memory of their parents’ involvement with postwar business and per-
sonal interests that challenged their southern roots. The extended family’s
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experience of divided loyalties but with abiding devotion to each other
before, during, and after the war was shared by other southern Jewish
families as numerous historical accounts have shown. Nonetheless, the
family persevered no matter the challenge, with little effect on their rela-
tionships, well past the turn of the twentieth century.3

The “Peculiar Institution”

An oft-repeated family story holds that John and Jeannette Mayer
met onboard a ship to New Orleans, but immigration records indicate that
no Jacob or John Mayer sailed aboard the Dido, the vessel on which Jean-
ette and her family arrived in New Orleans from Alsace, via Philadelphia,
on January 15, 1835. Moses Ries officiated the marriage of his daughter
and John Mayer in the Ries family home on April 25, 1835, about two years
after John arrived in New Orleans. The Mayers bore their first three chil-
dren in New Orleans by 1841, when the family moved 170 miles to
Natchez.3

The Mayer family and the men who married into it followed typical
chain migration patterns of Jewish families from the German and French
areas of the Rhineland and Alsace. The Ries family arrived three years af-
ter the oldest son Solomon had established himself in New Orleans. John
Mayer opened a boot-making and shoe store in Natchez. When the Civil
War began, the Mayers boasted business interests, a rambling home over-
looking central Natchez, and at least six enslaved individuals: two men,
approximate ages seventy-five and thirty-one, and four women, ages sev-
enty, fifty, forty-four, and thirty-one. Simon Mayer joined the Tenth
Mississippi at age twenty-two.36

A letter Simon Mayer wrote to his family weeks after he departed
from Mississippi was published on page one of the Natchez Daily Courier,
October 14, 1862. Headlined, “From our Army in Kentucky,” the letter re-
counting the unit's movements from Mississippi into southwestern
Kentucky shows from a Confederate perspective the depth of understand-
ing and objectivity about how some southerners the soldiers encountered
did not support the war because of their economic interests or lack of slave
ownership. Mayer wrote: “I will here remark that all along the route, from
Camp Walthall to this place, the ‘peculiar institution” was rather scarce,
and fully explained the cause of the people’s lukewarmness, since the
commencement of the abolition doctrine, as represented and promulgated
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Letter from Simon Mayer to his family, April 17, 1864.
(Courtesy of Louisiana Research Collection, Tulane University Special Collections.)

by Lincoln and his party. The people not owning many, if any, slaves, their
interests more with the North than the South —hence their favoring the
former.”%”

The Tenth was marching toward Munfordyville, its second major bat-
tle of the war, where losses were significant. The images of war became
embedded in Mayer’s memory. He drew arms numerous times and barely
escaped five Union soldiers at the Battle of Franklin, Tennessee, firing at
him from atop a steeply banked trench; the angle likely saved Mayer’s life
as the bullets whizzed past him, one knocking off his hat. His family rea-
soned that his height—four feet, eight inches tall —likely saved his life.
Clara Lowenburg tells the story of General Jacob Sharp, who, upon enter-
ing a Tennessee home for a meal, was invited to take the seat of honor.
The hostess said the seat next to him “is for your little boy.” Sharp replied,
“Madam, that little boy is my brave aide-de-camp, Major Simon Mayer.”
Most of Mayer’'s wartime experience was, in fact, as an adjutant—
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assistant—to his commanding officers. His disdain for the Union never
wavered, perhaps best exemplified in his notations about the Fort Pillow
massacre in 1864: “Received particulars of the storming of Fort Pillow by
Forrest and Chalmers, which is the most gallant thing of the war. All the
garrison killed but 200, and pity that any were left.”38

Mayer refers to his faith on occasion and even writes of attending
Christian services at churches and evangelistic sermons by a proslavery
preacher. He makes several references to his faith —invoking the “God of
Israel” at times in his diary. Judaism was an important facet of Mayer’s
life after the war, but he fails to mention in his diary of any visible Jewish
activity, a difficulty for most Jewish soldiers who comprised the largest
non-Christian minority in either the Confederate or Union armies.3

On the home front, the war permeated the daily lives of Mayer’s fam-
ily. In 1862, during the same month when Union gunboats bombarded
Natchez, one newspaper story shows Mayer’s first cousin, Simon Lehman
“with two associates, having run the blockade of New Orleans” planning
to join “’the Natchez Southrons.” They will take all letters if left at the shoe
store of ]. Mayer & Son.” Lehman apparently broke through the blockade.
John Mayer, at age fifty-six, was listed in an 1862 news story with 150 other
Natchez men as part of a home guard called the Silver Grays, required to
drill on the courthouse lawn. The men paid one dollar to join and had to
provide their own weapons. His store was one of three that collected
goods to assist soldiers” families in Natchez. That same year, he spent
$11,500 for two homes — the family home in Natchez that cost eight thou-
sand dollars and a second home in Washington, a few miles away, that
cost $3,500 —investments clearly indicating that the war apparently did
not affect them financially as much as others.*

During the brief Union shelling of Natchez in 1862, most of the fam-
ily moved to Washington. In the main home, which still stands, seven-
year-old Rosalie Beekman, daughter of a Mayer family friend, died of
wounds from a burst Union shell, one of two fatalities from the bombard-
ment. Such tragedies notwithstanding, southern families could maintain
lasting friendships during the war while sharing different views. Rosalie
Beekman’s father, Aaron, a successful Jewish merchant like John
Mayer, was publicly sympathetic to the Union, as were others in Natchez
who lived passively throughout the war regardless of their sentiments
for either side. According to testimony before the Southern Claims



SILVERBERG/ HOUSES DIVIDED 31

Commission, Beekman sought four hundred dollars in recompense for the
loss of a horse, lumber, and cotton after the fall of Natchez, although the
national government denied his claim.4!

Regardless of divisions concerning the war, the Beekman family
maintained its friendship with the Mayers and other Natchez Jewish fam-
ilies. Jeannette Mayer, Fannie Beekman, and more than a dozen other
Jewish women worked in tandem during the postbellum era on behalf of
the Hebrew Ladies Aid Association, and the families shared many events
together for years after the war. The friendship underscores a larger theme
that historian Dianne Ashton offers about family interrelationships during
the period. She argues that women during the early decades of the nine-
teenth century were mostly responsible for ensuring the social
connections for their families, while pointing out that in Jewish families,
those responsibilities were lessened because Jewish men interacted fre-
quently through business, synagogue, fraternal, or charitable activities.
Historians point out that the Jewish economic networks grew nationally
and worldwide. While the Civil War temporarily severed many personal
or economic links, they nonetheless remained as bonds between Jews
across the regions. Prototypically, the Mayers and Ochses maintained last-
ing relationships with each other and their communities through
marriage, business, religion, and charitable work.4?

Concerns for a Sister and a Brother

In mid-April 1864, Mayer’s diary noted: “Heard that the Yankees at
Natchez were playing the deuce and had arrested a large number of the
ladies, Sister Ophelia among them, and had them all confined in Court
House.” Ophelia Mayer had been detained after the confiscation of a cache
of letters written by Natchez women, their contents viewed as objectiona-
ble by the Union commanding officer, the target of some of the women’'s
written remarks. Specifically, Ophelia Mayer wrote that the commanding
officer was a “miserable tyrant.” Union soldiers surrounded the family
home, and the family store was closed for three days. Mayer wrote,
“[Don’t] let the scoundrels intimidate you. Afraid to come out and meet
us on the battlefield like men, they, like brutes, make war upon defense-
less women and children.” He told his family they were “still free
and knowing your rights, dare to maintain them.” A week later, Mayer
confided in his diary: “On the 23rd all quiet. Saw in the papers of the
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Isaac Lowenburg grocery store on
Franklin Street in Natchez, 1870s.
Courtesy of the Thomas H. and Joan
Gandy Photographic Collection,
Louisiana and Lower Mississippi
Valley Collections, LSU Libraries,
Baton Rouge, LA.)

banishment from Natchez of several ladies, among them a Miss Ophelia
Mayer, and am fearful that it is my sister and hope soon to hear.” Five
days later, he heard from his commanding officer, “Your sister at home all
right.”43

She and the others were released after Isaac Lowenburg and Henry
Frank, the sutlers who had befriended the family and would marry Mayer
daughters after the war, interceded with Union officers, assuring them
that the women would not repeat their indiscretions. Their involvement
in removing the Mayer women from the controversy is indicative of the
cooperation, strained at times, between locals in Natchez and the Union
command, and reflects further family support even amidst recurring cri-
ses. Mayer’s concern for his sister was perhaps second only to his ardent
desire for his younger brother Henry to join the Tenth. Although the war
was nearing its end, Mayer wrote in April 1864 beseeching Henry to enlist
lest he saddle Simon with the ignominy of having a brother who refused
to fight. Henry did not join his brother or his cousins on the battlefield
because he was helping his family manage its store, while also apparently
risking arrest or worse by traveling back and forth between Natchez and
Matamoros, Mexico, which southern merchants had turned into a thriving
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Oscar Levy in uniform.
(Courtesy of the Manuscripts
and Archives Division,
New York Public Library.)

commercial center for buying and selling goods in response to the Union’s
Gulf of Mexico blockade.#4

Letters from Adolph Ochs’s favored uncle, Oscar Levy, are similar
to those written by Simon Mayer. Oscar was nineteen years old when his
cousin Simon lured him to Natchez to volunteer for the Tenth Mississippi.
Oscar admitted lying to his parents about his whereabouts but left no un-
certainty about his sympathies. He wrote to his family from several
battlefields, including Chickamauga, never wavering in his devotion to
the southern cause. His letters mixed the tedium and realities of war, long-
ing for family, and, in Levy’s case, awareness that he and his sister were
on opposing sides from his brother-in-law. At one point, he urged that a
letter containing his whereabouts be destroyed after it was read lest Julius
Ochs, the Union captain, read it. Levy’s participation during the battle of
Franklin, Tennessee — one of the bloodiest of the war —served as the back-
drop for a postwar reunion and another family connection to the war.4
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Levy was a member of the Signal Corps, soldiers who waved flags
in a specific manner to send messages between troops. He and a fellow
soldier were huddled underneath a large tree with their commanding of-
ficer, General John Bell Hood, and his staff, watching the nighttime
fighting. The two signal corpsmen separated after the battle, to be reunited
forty-four years later via a news story in the Nashville American, whose
publisher was Milton Ochs, Adolph’s brother. The Ochs brothers mailed
their newspapers to their uncle in San Francisco, who maintained a life-
long connection to his nephews, especially Adolph, who in his late teens
briefly lived with and worked for his uncle. After Oscar Levy read a story
in the Nashville American about how a cane had been made from a tree that
sheltered Levy and his fellow soldier, he wrote to his uncle about the bat-
tle. Milton Ochs published the letter, prompting Oscar Levy’s Signal
Corps companion to write to him. The former corpsmen met August 8§,
1909, in the Hotel Manx on Union Square in San Francisco. A news story
about the reunion read: “It was a reunion for the veterans; and when men
have not met for forty-four years there is no use trying to detail what they
talked about. Undoubtedly it savored of the military and the days passed
in gray uniforms.”46

Samuel Ullman faced similar war experiences. He returned to his
Port Gibson, Mississippi, home shortly before the war after studying with
a Louisville rabbi. He followed his contemporaries harboring Confederate
sympathies, supporting southern Democratic candidates in opposition to
Abraham Lincoln. One month after the shelling of Fort Sumter, he enlisted
in the Sixteenth Mississippi. Listed as a musician in December 1861, he
was close enough to subsequent battles to be wounded twice at the Battle
of Cross Keys and the Battle of Antietam, where he received the wound
that sent him home in December 1862. He paid a surrogate to complete his
service time, but the man went AWOL and never returned to duty. “He
rarely spoke of his Confederate experiences and never attended the pop-
ular reunions of soldiers that were held regularly,” historian Margaret
Armbrester writes.”

Had Julius Ochs, the only one in the family with formal military
training, joined an active Ohio fighting unit, he likely would have taken
up arms against his brother-in-law, Oscar Levy, or Simon Mayer. The fam-
ily was one of many to experience “The Brother’s War,” but, unlike some
families, relatives did not strike arms against each other. The fact that all
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the men in the family who served during the Civil War survived is a rarity
considering that one of every three southern households lost a soldier to
the war. Nonetheless, postwar life was replete with challenges and trag-
edy as well as personal and professional accomplishments for the family’s
veterans and their families.*8

Living with the Civil War

While soldiers fought the war, their families remained behind with
untenable choices. “The ideology of antebellum and Confederate mer-
chants contained a series of unresolved contradictions,” Byrne writes.
“These merchants embraced the South but were not of the South. They
traded, haggled and invested their wealth in a slaveholding South where
a planter elite created an agrarian society seemingly hostile to industry
and urbanization. The skills merchants needed in order to succeed in the
South also left them open to attack.” The family managed. Compared with
Vicksburg, Bayou Sara, Baton Rouge, and other Mississippi River port cit-
ies, Natchez remained largely intact as it transitioned to a center for Union
command. The townspeople may have chafed with so much blue in their
midst, but they had homes and daily lives at businesses that remained
standing. Merchant families like the Mayers kept their city from ruin. As
the officers aboard the Union gunboat Essex threatened to level Natchez
in 1862, city leaders quickly surrendered. Historians point out that while
the planter elite outside of the city busied themselves with saving their
vast investments in land and enslaved Blacks, the merchants, including
some in the Mayer family who had uneasily sided with the early war ef-
fort, understood that a devastated Natchez offered little hope for their
future.®

After the war, Simon Mayer quickly resettled into home life. By mid-
summer 1865, he had assumed control of his father’s business. “These
former Confederate soldiers constituted part of an emerging vanguard of
merchant-entrepreneurs who would change the face of Natchez and the
New South in the coming years,” writes Aaron Anderson. “John Mayer
almost certainly could not have known that day in 1863 when he met the
Union sutlers that he would become a nexus of familial association that
would bind the vibrant postwar Natchez Jewish mercantile community.
Within a decade his three future sons-in-law, [Isaac] Lowenburg, [Henry]
Frank and [Julius] Weis, would respectively own the largest plantation
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supply and commission house, its most expansive dry good firm, and per-
haps the most successful cotton factorage in the entire American South,”
concludes Anderson.>

The Mayer family became part of the much larger panorama of con-
flicting sentiments throughout the South, as evidenced in the family’s
personal letters, memoirs, speeches, and involvement in ongoing reli-
gious, political, and social activities. “The Lost Cause did not signal the
South’s retreat from the future, but, whether intentionally or not, it eased
the region’s passage through a particularly difficult period of change,”
suggests Gaines Foster.>!

The Confederacy was never far from Simon Mayer, who lived forty-
one years after the war. He married in 1869, and he and his wife named
their first son, born in 1871, Robert E. Lee Mayer. In marked contrast to
Samuel Ullman, Simon maintained lifelong correspondence with fellow
veterans, traveled to Confederate reunions, and joined and assumed lead-
ership positions in Confederate organizations. “Major Mayer” soon
replaced his given name. “I enjoy these reunions for I always meet a lot of
my old Army comrades from different parts of the state,” he wrote to his
son, Robert, in 1887, noting that he had spent time with one of his com-
manding officers, General Edward C. Walthall.>2

Simon Mayer.

(Courtesy of the Thomas H. and Joan
Gandy Photographic Collection,
Louisiana and Lower Mississippi Valley
Collections, LSU Libraries,

Baton Rouge, LA.)
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His enduring friendships with his commanding officers demonstrate
the strength of Mayer’s tether to the Confederacy, if not the unwillingness
of fellow veterans to shed their anti-Union beliefs. He described Walthall
as an “intimate friend.” From General Jacob H. Sharp came two letters that
speak to the postwar relationships that helped to bind long-held senti-
ments among ex-Confederates. “Tell our people in this hour of defeat and
isolation,” Sharp wrote to Mayer, “to stand steady and together. The South
is today the happiest and most prosperous spot on Earth. . . . [In a few
years the people of the North will be calling on us to protect them from
themselves.” After the war, Sharp became an attorney, state representa-
tive, and newspaper editor in Lowndes County, on the eastern edge of
Mississippi, 260 miles from Natchez. He also was a founding member of
the Ku Klux Klan chapter in his county. In a second letter, he extended
courtesies to Otis Baker, who like Mayer served with distinction in the
Tenth Mississippi, and added touching sentiments from his wife to the
Mayer family.53

Mayer’s fondness, if not dedication, to the commanding officers he
served was evident in ways other than his letters and diary. In 1880, his
former commanding officer, James R. Chalmers, and a leading Black Re-
publican and former enslaved individual, John R. Lynch, opposed each
other for a Mississippi congressional seat. The general was wounded by
the same shell that threw Mayer from his horse at the Battle of Stones
River. Mayer had moved his family to Issaquena County, about one hun-
dred miles north of Natchez, where he managed a general merchandise
store and served as postmaster and Democratic Party leader. Why he up-
rooted his family from Natchez and moved is unclear, but his personal
connection to General Chalmers and his Democratic Party affiliation
speak to the larger motives of his party’s election domineering, if not his
personal interests, at the expense of Black office holders in post-Recon-
struction Mississippi. Before Mayer moved, Issaquena County had
become became part of the so-called “shoestring district” during a gerry-
mandered redistricting in 1876 that located most of Mississippi’s voting
Black Republicans into a narrow area along the Mississippi River, with
five other voting districts boasting white majorities.>

Mayer is mentioned in a congressional investigation into the 1882
congressional race that Chalmers won. Despite Lynch’s claims that Dem-
ocrats manipulated the ballot count, the House Committee on Elections,
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controlled by Democrats, ruled against him. An Issaquena County elec-
tion supervisor was arrested for perjury after he swore to the legality of
the election. According to one newspaper report, “the ballots were
stuffed.” Mayer’s role, according to testimony raising questions about the
integrity of the election, was to order printing of ballots in his position as
chairman of the Issaquena County Democratic Executive Committee. He
remained as Democratic Party chair until 1882. The family’s support for
Chalmers extended to Natchez, where Mayer’s brother-in-law, Samuel
Ullman, attended the Adams County Democratic Party convention sup-
porting Chalmer’s candidacy. By the mid-1880s, Mayer and his family had
returned to Natchez, where he continued his work in Democratic Party
leadership and established an insurance agency that he and his son Harold
managed for over twenty years.>

Mayer also had a lifelong friendship and exchanged letters with
Natchez veteran Otis Baker. Both men signed as charter members of the
United Confederate Veterans, Camp 20, in Natchez, served as leaders in
the Natchez Confederate Veterans Memorial efforts, and directed yearly
local activities to acknowledge Robert E. Lee’s birthday. On Robert E. Lee
Day in 1903, Mayer was honored with his cousin Simon Lehman and two
dozen other Confederate veterans. Mayer joined thousands of Confeder-
ate veterans who venerated Lee while trying to reclaim lost glory through
the efforts of Confederate women writing the mythology of the Lost
Cause. “The idea of the Civil War as a chivalric, honorable contest owed a
great deal in subsequent commentary to Lee’s personal values, deport-
ment, and behavior, including his dignity in surrender at Appomattox,”
observes Bruce Collins.>

Mayer’s involvement in venerating Lee and his participation in nu-
merous other postwar efforts promoting the Confederacy were consistent
with that of many southern soldiers. “White Natchez men in the late 1800s
devoted an enormous amount of leisure time to male fraternal associa-
tions, where members developed new post-Civil War self-identities,
while also memorializing a local version of the Lost Cause,” writes Susan
T. Falck. The Adams Light Infantry, organized in 1876 as mostly a frater-
nal organization, provides a prominent example of a postwar, veterans-
focused, pro-Confederate organization. The military titles bestowed on
the members were mostly honorary and required little to no active in-
volvement in the organization’s activities. Mayer’s close friend Baker was
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its founding officer, but Mayer, surprisingly, is not shown on the roster.
His younger brother, Benjamin, and Isaac Lowenburg’s son Sim are listed
as members. Isaac Lowenburg and Samuel Ullman were honorary mem-
bers. None of the men showed any sentiment toward the Confederacy
after the organization’s founding. Many of the veterans also supported the
Knights Templar, associated with the Freemasons. Ex-soldiers comprised
nearly a third of the Knights” membership, which excluded non-Chris-
tians. Consequently, Jews organized their separate Freemasons group in
Natchez to which Mayer became a faithful and devoted member.5”

Historians Falck and Anderson suggest that these organizations
helped Jewish men gain influence and assimilate further into Natchez so-
ciety. Yet that Jews required a separate lodge indicates the difficulties of
gaining acceptance. The linkage to the Confederacy for women in the
Mayer family also lingered. Several joined or were honorary members of
the Natchez Confederate Memorial Association (CMA), which resulted in
a statue and time capsule being placed in a downtown Natchez park. The
CMA prospered, but the Natchez UDC struggled in its initial year to gain
traction as other chapters sprouted throughout the South and emerged as
the linchpins in revising the war narrative. “UDC members aspired to
transform military defeat into a political and cultural victory, where states’
rights and white supremacy remained intact,” Karen Cox argues. Wives
of Tenth Mississippi veterans eventually assumed leadership roles in the
local UDC. Natchez family members also belonged to the boards of the
volunteer fire department, an orphanage, and numerous social groups.
George and Milton Ochs supported many Chattanooga organizations as
well, with noteworthy achievement beyond their business and political
successes.?

The Ochs and Mayer families” ability to weave together wartime and
postwar personal, business, and religious experiences can be attributed to
what historian Stephen Whitfield terms the “braided identity of Southern
Jewry.” Whitfield poses that the dynamics evident in the extended family
were part of a shared heritage with their fellow Jews and non-Jews. The
theme is examined, as well, by other historians who suggest that southern
Jews’” day-to-day lives mirrored — with religion as the exception — the lives
of neighboring gentiles, hastening their assimilation if not begrudging ac-
ceptance by the larger community. Whether it was Julius Ochs befriending
arival who had cast antisemitic accusations his way or John and Jeannette
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Mayer accepting Union sutlers into their home, the family repeatedly
demonstrated willingness to adapt and adjust as a blurring of mixed iden-
tities.>

Religion

The Mayer and Ochs families repeatedly demonstrated the im-
portance of their religion. Simon Mayer assisted other family members in
founding B'nai Israel in Natchez, spoke often to confirmation classes
about their responsibilities to the community, and in 1889 became presi-
dent of the congregation, where even then his Confederate allegiances
remained paramount. “My position before you today recalls an episode

2

during the early days of the ‘Lost Cause,”” he said in his opening remarks
as synagogue president. He then spoke of a conversation with General Jo-
seph E. Davis in 1861, who told Mayer and other soldiers “there are 2
[Davises] in the Confederacy, one brought forward by circumstances al-
luding to the Great Chieftain whose death a few days ago the Southland
now mourns, and the other [himself] brought forward by merit.” Mayer’s
brother-in-law Samuel Ullman spoke in 1872 at the dedication of B'nai Is-
rael as its president. He was moved by the significance of the moment and
the meaning of being Jewish. His devotion followed him to Birmingham
and Temple Beth El, where he became a beloved leader of the Reform con-
gregation.®

As previously indicated, the Mayer family women joined with other
Jewish women as founding members of the Hebrew Ladies Aid Associa-
tion in 1865. The women regularly held fundraising masquerade balls and
dances to raise money for the building of B'nai Israel’s synagogue. When
the B'nai Israel cornerstone was laid in 1870, the newspaper noted the la-
dies aid association had received financial help from numerous local
groups and elected leaders. Historians have pointed out that these efforts
were typical of Jewish women throughout the South. “Filling important
niches, they contributed vitally to creating and sustaining an evolving
Jewish community life,” writes Mark Bauman. “Without the work of these
women, individuals in need would have suffered, congregations would
have failed, programs would have either not been initiated or would have
died, and the very survival of Judaism in many places would have been
doubtful.” Jennifer Stollman suggests that for these women “the physical
presence of a synagogue demonstrated to Jews and Gentiles the real



SILVERBERG/ HOUSES DIVIDED 41

existence of a Jewish community —one to be recognized and negotiated
with.” After the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) was founded
in 1893, extending the national and international benevolence of Jewish
women in the United States, one of the Mayer daughters, Mrs. Melanie
(Mayer) Frank, became an active participant.6!

Like the Mayers, Ochs believed in Reform Judaism, likely embedded
through the teachings of his father and lay rabbi, Julius. Adolph Ochs’s
comments given during speeches spanning a forty-year period show the
evolution of his belief that Judaism should remain within the temple and
not with organizations or even people promoting the religion or Jewish
causes. A New York Times colleague described Ochs as a “non-Jewish Jew,”
averse to anything having to do with “the Jewish movement,” including
Zionism, to which he, his newspaper, and his brother were opposed.
These sentiments provide context concerning his initial ambivalence to in-
volve himself or the New York Times in coverage of the Leo Frank case. He
eventually directed his reporters to aggressively write about the case, a
decision that deeply troubled him after Frank’s murder. A letter Ochs

Adolph Ochs.
(Courtesy of the Museum of the

Southern Jewish Experience, New Orleans.)
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wrote to one of Frank’s appeals attorneys, Louis Marshall, illustrates the
depth of Ochs’s conflict. “I have never had any sympathy with the idea
that the people of Atlanta as a whole are any different than those of any
other American community nor have I believed that race prejudice played
so important a part as seems to be the prevailing opinion.” After Frank’s
death, Marshall, a founder of the American Jewish Committee (AJC),
wrote to Ochs asking that the New York Times publish an editorial to bring
more public awareness about lynchings targeting Black individuals
throughout the South. Ochs, apparently, did not reply.%2

Ochs finally became convinced that racial hatred prompted the
Frank lynch mob after stories published in the Times highlighted antisem-
itism as a cause, and Georgia newspaper editors told him that “outside
influence of the Jews” inflamed the mob. Ochs was shaken. He did not
want the Times, or himself, to be viewed as tied to Jewish causes, and he
and the newspaper had done just that. His misreading of people he
thought he knew was now thrust back at him in the period after Frank’s
death. Ochs and his brother George believed individual Jews, not Judaism
itself, were the targets of prejudice because of individual actions and that
Jews should assimilate by associating with non-Jews who accepted them
without prejudice. “Don’t be too smart, don’t know too much,” Adolph
Ochs had told his fellow Mizpah Temple of Chattanooga members in the
late 1880s, even though he repeatedly attempted to influence several is-
sues of the day.%3

Ochs’s support of Mizpah Temple extended for decades. When the
congregation needed a new building, Ochs contributed four hundred
thousand dollars for its construction, with his brother Milton managing
the project. The building was in honor of their parents, Bertha and Julius,
and opened in March 1928, a major community event. Ochs used the op-
portunity to speak passionately about Judaism, exhorting his fellow Jews
to put aside their fears of anti-Jewish sentiment and refuse to associate
with those who did not want to associate with them. Throughout his life,
Ochs exhibited a detached sense of Judaism, using his religion to suit his
needs at particular points. As he launched his publishing career in Chat-
tanooga and then New York, he suppressed his religion as he sought
support from non-Jews in the business community. And yet, when called
on to address the congregation in the city he considered his hometown,
Ochs rose to the occasion. Far from unique, Ochs’s positions reflected
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those of many Classical Reform, upper-class, and acculturated Jews of
central European origin.t4

Ochs, perhaps as much as any member of his family, had been jolted
by antisemitism on a public scale in the South. His brother George con-
fronted it during his campaign for Chattanooga mayor, as did Lowenburg
and Ullman. Ochs’s admonitions to his fellow Jews mirror the premise
that historian Leonard Dinnerstein describes as a keen awareness Jews
had of their standing among a largely Christian South wracked with big-
otry and distrust of outsiders. In his studies of the Reconstruction South,
Anton Hieke concludes that southern Jews—in particular German Jews
like the Ochses and Mayers —expressed an ambivalence about their con-
nection to the South. Acceptance was conditional and not always certain
based on how they were able to assimilate as Jews into “southern society,
politics, and the racial mores associated with the Lost Cause.” %

Public Life, Public Challenges

Samuel Ullman, Isaac Lowenburg, Henry Frank, and Julius Weis
married Mayer daughters Emma, Ophelia, Melanie, and Caroline in 1867,
1865, 1865, and 1868, respectively. For each of them, public service, na-
tional and international trade, plantation ownership, real estate,
philanthropy, and family served as hallmarks of their lives as they dealt
with the exigencies of Reconstruction. “The war at once destroyed the
southern merchant’s financial world and opened new business opportu-
nities in what would one day be termed a ‘New South,”” maintains Byrne.
“Their deep involvement in the market, combined with their financial and
political network across the South and the Atlantic Ocean, gave commer-
cial southern families a distinctive worldview. To varying degrees, they
believed themselves to be, and typically were, more cosmopolitan and fi-
nancially adventurous than their neighbors.” ¢

Lowenburg and Frank, who first met in 1862, were counted among
the most wealthy, prominent businessmen in Natchez, with a portfolio of
brick-and-mortar businesses and real estate on both sides of the Missis-
sippi River. Simon and his brother, Henry, also apparently enjoyed
postwar financial success, according to a local plantation owner who
wrote, “They are now just looking over the front steps of the crem de la
crem, they themselves having but recently become of the consolidated
milk of this society.” He wrote that “little Mayer made a fortune”
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Partial Ochs-Mayer Family Tree.
(Courtesy of Jay Silverberg.)

speculating in cotton, and the brothers “are regarded as the rising sons of
Jacob, their father.” Weis moved to New Orleans in 1864 and became one
of the most prominent businessmen, Jewish leaders, and philanthropists
in the region until his death in 1909. Although his business success was
more modest than his brothers-in-law, Ullman won acclaim for his lead-
ership of the Jewish communities and school systems in Natchez and
Birmingham. He also achieved international fame for a poem he wrote ti-
tled, “Youth.”¢”

Politics also called Lowenburg and Ullman to service. Like Adolph
and George Ochs and their brother-in-law Simon Mayer, Lowenburg
and Ullman were Democrats. This was largely the party of choice
for southern Jews after Reconstruction if they aspired to public office,
as well as continued business success with white customers. While
Simon Mayer’s political involvement remained largely within the Demo-
cratic Party structure, Lowenburg and Ullman actively chose to seek
elective and appointive public offices. Lowenburg mostly focused
on efforts to improve the community’s economy, pushing to invest in
railroads, industry, education, public health, and public safety. Ullman
believed fervently that education offered the key to community progress,
thus his decades-long involvement trying to improve the education
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systems for white and Black students in Natchez and Birmingham.
Their public profiles, however, presented them with uncomfortable
choices and circumstances. Public officeholders like Lowenburg and
Ullman were expected to “uphold racial hierarchy to which many white
southerners desperately clung,” argues historian Jacob Morrow-Spitzer.
As Eric Foner suggests, the Republican Party with its majority Black vot-
ing bloc reminded hard-lined white southerners of defeat and Black
equality. Speeches, memorial days, and monuments were important, but
during Reconstruction the ballot of the anti-Reconstructionist Democratic
Party ultimately became the driving force for men in public office, Blight
concludes.®®

During his first campaign, Lowenburg was viewed as a progressive
in opposition to the incumbent who, a local newspaper editorialized, pro-
moted a “spirit of ‘bossism,” a rule or ruin disposition on his part.”
Lowenburg’s opposition attacked him for being a Jew, prompting the fol-
lowing from the Natchez Democrat on the day before the 1882 election: “The
opposition to Mr. Lowenburg, one of the most active and enterprising cit-
izens of Natchez, one who has been largely instrumental in the building
up of a new prosperity for the city, has been placed upon the ground of
his belonging to the Israelite race.” Mark Bauman suggests in his exami-
nation of ethnic politics from the Civil War into the early twentieth
Century that attacks like those against Lowenburg ran deeper than a strict
Democratic-Republican party schism and were rooted in antisemitism by
larger forces resentful of Jewish businessmen and their interaction with
Black customers. Nevertheless, Lowenburg won handily, the first Jewish
mayor of Natchez, and the city prospered during his tenure. D. Clayton
James’s examination of antebellum Natchez suggests that Lowenburg’s
experience was atypical. While Natchez saw its share of election intrigue,
the city’s political machines were not considered aggressive as compared
to other communities. Democratic and Republican candidates usually
campaigned and governed without rancor.%

The conflict with Democratic Party positions also loomed stark for
Ullman and ultimately contributed to his undoing. He had spent nearly
half of his life devoted to his family, Judaism, and educating Black and
white children. “His father taught him what the schoolroom could not—
the virtue of work, the necessity of perseverance and the value of family,
democracy, liberty and tolerance,” Armbrester maintains. Based on his
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sermons and public statements, Rabbi Bernhard H. Gotthelf likely taught
Ullman during his teenaged years about the downfalls of bigotry and the
virtues of equality for all people.”?

Ullman relocated to Birmingham in 1894 amid the city’s economic
boom and became a dominant figure among local leaders who “believed
that improvement in civic services fostered local economic development
and population growth.” Ullman joined Birmingham'’s first board of edu-
cation, working with the school superintendent to transform local
education from a “village school to urban system.” Ullman and his col-
leagues worked tirelessly to ensure equal but separate access, a fair
distribution of property taxes, and higher salaries for white and Black
teachers. In 1901, a Black high school named for Ullman opened, and it
became a cultural hub for Birmingham’s Black middle class.”

In 1897, Ullman confronted largely baseless allegations about school
system mismanagement that came from the Regents of the White Shield
and the Trades Council. The White Shield was a white supremacist organ-
ization founded in 1896. The local Trades Council, focused on protecting
jobs for its white membership, continued to badger Ullman, whose beliefs
about equal access to education became a political liability for the mayor
and city council, which appointed the school board. Ullman and the
school superintendent were key to the early successes of an effort to pro-
vide better education across racial lines in Birmingham, which at one point
garnered national recognition for the superintendent. Black leaders knew
that education was critical to overcoming racist attitudes promoting their
inferiority.”?

In 1897, as the Alabama legislature considered whether to hold a
constitutional convention, Ullman wrote in a local newspaper, “If there be
one community in the state of Alabama above that of any other which
bears the shackles of slavery, it is the city of Birmingham.” He argued for
a more equitable property tax assessment statewide that would benefit
everyone, as opposed to the state’s historical racist tax policies favoring
whites, particularly for school spending, which would continue under the
proposed new constitution. He was nominated as a convention delegate
but withdrew his name when it became apparent he would not receive the
necessary votes for selection. “Ullman fearlessly, almost innocently,
placed himself in the forefront of the debate in Birmingham over the na-
ture and extent of educational opportunities to be offered to blacks in the
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city,” Armbrester writes. Ullman was one of the few Jewish political lead-
ers outspoken about Black equality and the South’s record on slavery.”

The mayor and council removed Ullman from his school board post
in December 1900, setting off a firestorm of protest. News coverage ran
statewide, with accusations of political shenanigans leveled against the
mayor and council while touting Ullman’s achievements. Community
meetings took place to no avail. He eventually won reappointment in 1902
and served with diminished influence until 1904. By 1905, his twenty years
of work were largely ignored when Black citizens petitioned the school
board for better facilities, only to be told their request was “ill-advised and
insulting.”74

Ullman lived long enough to see the results of his progressive poli-
cies. By 1922, the school board had built several large schools for Black
students, moving many of them out of rickety and unsuitable buildings,
despite the opposition from white labor organizations and the Ku Klux
Klan. Blight and Foner suggest that whatever progress Birmingham had
achieved and sought was ultimately overwhelmed by the white suprem-
acist attitudes of the time —that emergence from the war, Reconstruction
politics, and the new order of Black-white relationships were a volatile
mix. Lowenburg, Ullman, and, to an extent, Ochs, willingly entered the
post-Reconstruction milieu and succeeded despite occasional setbacks.”

Conclusion

John and Jeannette Mayer lived sufficiently long to see their family
thrive, with one notable setback. The Lowenburg legacy ended in contro-
versy with the failure of First Natchez Bank in 1914, when bank officers,
including Lowenburg’s son Sim, could not meet debt obligations when the
cotton crop failed. The Lowenburgs moved to New Orleans after court
proceedings ended, and Sim Lowenburg paid a thirty-thousand dollar
fine and attorney’s fees. Dr. Phillip Beekman, son of longtime family
friends, was one of the largest depositors affected by the bank’s failure.
He led the group critical of Lowenburg and bank management, one of the
few times the Jewish community —and extended family —opposed each
other. Nonetheless, by the early twentieth century, the older generation
had largely given way to the grandchildren. The family maintained
the bonds that had held it together for decades through many of the
same linkages as the first generation —marriage, business, and social
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connections. John Mayer died in 1882 followed by Jeannette Mayer in
1883. They are buried with Simon Mayer and other family members in the
Jewish section of the historic Natchez City Cemetery. Simon Mayer was
the one member of the immediate Mayer family whose Confederate leg-
acy remained steadfast. Newspapers across the South published his
obituary after his death in 1905 and prominently mentioned his wartime
service, as would be expected. They lauded Major Simon Mayer for his
many public deeds, his dedication to family and friends, his business ac-
umen, and lastly, his dedication to the Confederacy. Anderson adds an
epitaph to the Mayers and the extended family: “They were good busi-
nessmen. They emerged in a time of chaos and social change endowed
with a keen eye for whatever opportunities came their way.” Their con-
tradictions and contrasts were wrapped into “the perplexing dichotomy
of a class that at once used every unequal advantage to climb to the social
and economic pinnacle.”7

The experiences of the extended Ochs-Mayer family were neither
unique nor typical for Jews or non-Jews. They bear telling for the nuances
that they provide. Bertram W. Korn observes that Jews in the South tended
to side with that region, and Jews in the North tended to place their loyalty
there. Yet the stories depicted here complicate both interpretations and
challenge monolithic views. They suggest that Jewish families within both
regions divided their loyalties. Jews within each region identified with
southern and northern mores and positions. Family and religion provided
their enduring identities. Those houses —however divided —continued to
stand.””
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