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How Matzah Became Square: Manischewitz and the 
Development of Machine-Made Matzah in the United States 

"The History of Matzah" calls to mind the monumental composition by 
artist Larry Rivers recounting thousands of years of Jewish history laid out 
against the background of the Passover matzah. To Rivers, the unleavened 
bread eaten on Passover seemed like the perfect canvas for his "Story of the 
Jews." Matzah to him was not an object of Jewish history but rather a meta
phor for it.' 

Rivers might have been surprised to learn that matzah itself possesses a 
fascinating history, particularly in the modern era when, like the Jewish people, 
it underwent monumental changes brought about by new inventions, new 
visions, and migration to new lands. These changes transformed the charac
ter and manufacturing of matzah, as well as its shape, texture and taste. 
They also set off a fierce and revealing debate among Europe's greatest 
rabbis that, in some respects, remains unresolved to this day. 

This paper focuses on a little-known American chapter in the long history 
of matzah. It recounts the role of the Manischewitz company in transform
ing both the process of matzah-making and the character of matzah, and it 
points to the role played by rabbis and advertisers in legitimating this trans
formation. At a deeper level, it suggests that even "timeless rituals" are 
shaped by history's currents. The transformation of matzah, we shall see, 
reveals much about transformations within Judaism itself. 

The Manischewitzes Come to America 
Sometime about 1886, Behr Manischewitz (he sometimes spelled it Ber 

and was often known as Dov Behr) emigrated to Cincinnati, Ohio from the 
city of Memel, then under Prussian rule-' Memel was a relatively new 
Jewish community -Jews had only received permission to settle there in 
the early 19'" century- and most Memel Jews, including the Manischewitzes, 
were immigrants from Russia and Poland; Behr himself was born in Salant.3 

During Behr Manischewitz's youth, Memel served as the home of Rabbi 
Israel Salanter (who lived there from 1860-1879), and according to family 
tradition, Behr was one of his "best-loved pupils ... and was so highly re
garded for his learning and devotion that the Gaon of Salant had designated 
Rabbi Dov Ber as his personal Shochet."' Various elements of Manischewitz's 
later life reflected the Mussar movement's influence. 

We do not know precisely why Behr, his wife Nesha Rose (sometimes 
known in America as "Natalie"), and their three very young children, left 
Memel for the United States. One source claims that Cincinnati Jews from 
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Salant, Lithuania, landsmen of Behr's father, Yechiel Michael Manischewitz, 
needed a shohet, knew that Behr was a certified and respected kosher 
slaughterer, and paid to bring him and his family over to serve them. Rabbi 
Elias Hillkowitz from Sal ant was a rabbi in Cincinnati at that time, and was a 
relative of Manischewitz, so this is plausible.Another possibility is that Behr 
Manischewitz emigrated to the United States in response to the 1886 Prus
sian expulsion of"Russians" (i.e., jews) from Memel which, in turn, came in 
reprisal for Russia's expulsion of Prussians from Kovno.5 

The Changing World of Matzah 
Whatever the case, in 1888, after several years as a shohet ubodek and 

part-time peddler, Manischewitz opened a matzah factory in Cincinnati. 
This was a common profession for jewish immigrants, especially those trained 
in shehitah, for matzah too was a Jewish food strictly regulated by Jewish law 
and requiring supervision. Moreover, demand for matzah was rising steadily 
in the United States, keeping pace with the growth of America's jewish popu
lation, and the industry as a whole was in the midst of a great transforma
tion. Through the mid-19"' century, most matzah had been baked by syna
gogues which either maintained special ovens of their own for this purpose, 
or (as happened in New York) contracted with commercial bakers whom 
they supervised. With the collapse of the synagogue community and the 
subsequent proliferation of synagogues in all major American jewish com
munities, the now functionally delimited synagogues spun off many of their 
old communal functions (including responsibility for communal welfare, the 
mikvah, and kosher meat), and it was at this time, at mid-century, that inde
pendent matzah bakers developed6 

The kashrut of the matzah made by these new independent bakers be
came a matter of considerable Jewish debate. In Cincinnati, in 1862, for 
example, Orthodox jews published a public notice warning that a matzah 
baker named Mr. Simon "in no wise conducts himself in accordance with the 
requirements of jewish law." The notice declared his matzah "chomets ... no 
better than any other bread bought of any baker." New York's Jewish Mes
senger likewise expressed concern in 1863 over the lack of rabbinic supervi
sion over private matzah bakers. Jews who came from stringent European 
backgrounds and were used to matzah made from wheat that had been 
continually"watched" since harvesting to prevent contact with water found 
the state of American-made matzah particularly disturbing. New York's Rabbi 
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Moses Weinberger, a native of Hun
gary, deplored the fact that as late as 
the 1880s "most New York Jews used 
matsos made from ordinary market
quality flour;• rather than "watched 
flour:'' Given this background, it is easy 
to understand why an Orthodox Jew 
like Behr Manischewitz thought to 
enter the mauah business himself (so 
eventually did RabbiWeinberger).Since 
demand was growing and local 
Lithuanian Jews trusted him to main
tain the highest standards of kashrut, 
the business seemed to have substan
tial upside potential. 

At the time that Manischewiu en
tered the mauah business, the indus
try was in a state of considerable flux. 
Much of the world's mauah was still 

Behr and Nesha (Natalie) Manischewitz 
early in the twentieth century. 

Courtesy of the jacob Rader Marcus Center 
of the 

made totally by hand. The process, which according to the later authorities 
must be completed within 18 minutes,' had been refined over many centu
ries and was characterized by a careful division of labor that is still found in 
hand-made shmurah mauah bakeries today. One person, usually an appren
tice, measured out the flour. Another worker poured cold water into the 
batter. Then the mixture underwent a multi-stage process of kneading and 
rolling, usually performed by women. Next, the dough was scored or per
forated, placed on a rolling pin or a long pole, baked (usually by a man) in a 
very hot oven, and sent off to be packed.Any dough not mixed, baked, and 
out of the oven within 18 minutes was, of course, discarded. All the rolling 
pins and poles were then carefully sanded and wiped. The paper on the 
tables was changed. The workers washed their hands to get rid of any 
remaining dough.And the process started all over again. This is roughly how 
traditional mauah baking worked and still works. By Manischewiu's day it 
had become a highly gendered process - men and women had different 
roles -and it was divided into a series of well-defined sequential steps.' 

In the 19'h century, with the rise of industrialization, processes like this 
began to be mechanized, and in 1838 an Alsatian Jew named Isaac Singer 
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produced the first known machine for rolling matzah dough. Although this 
is often called a matzah-making machine, the machine actually only covered 
one part of the process-rolling-not the equally critical and very labor
intensive process of kneading the dough. Singer's machine, and variants of it, 
won approval from various rabbis and quickly spread into France, Germany, 
England, Hungary and the United States (where it was discussed in Jewish 
newspapers as early as 1850). 10 The machine changed and shortened the 
process of matzah baking, and also deprived many poor women of their 
meager livelihoods. At the same time, as machines are wont to do, it in
creased the supply of matzah, which was critical given the rapid growth of 
the world Jewish population in the 19"' century, and it also led to a reduc
tion in the price of matzah, since fewer hands were now needed to produce 
it. II 

The Controversy Over Machine-Made Matzah in Europe 
Subsequently, the matzah machine became embroiled in a sharp and very 

significant ha/akhic controversy. The dispute was initiated in 1859 with the 
publication of an "announcement to the House of Israel" (Moda'ah le-Beit 
Yisrae0 by Rabbi Solomon Kluger of Brody, and within the next few decades 
some eighteen other leading rabbis, particularly rabbis from Galicia as well 
as Hasidic rabbis, came out in opposition to the machine; some of them 
went so far as to declare machine-made matzah to be no better than hametz. 
Some two-dozen other rabbis, many of them from Lithuania, Central and 
Western Europe, and jerusalem, strongly disagreed. Led by the influential 
posek Rabbi Joseph Saul Nathanson, who published a work entitled Bittul 
Moda'ah, annulling the announcement, they vigorously defended the matzah 
machine; some insisted that machine-made matzah was actually more ko
sher than the hand-made kind, because there was less possibility of human 
error. The arguments on both sides of the question were complex, and this 
is not the place to rehearse them. But it is worth noting that in addition to 
strictly ha/akhic arguments around issues such as whether the machine ful
fills the requirement of kavannah (intentionality) in baking matzah, there 
were also other issues involved in the debate. For example, there were 
technological arguments: is the machine fully reliable in preventing hametz 
from entering the process? There were also social justice arguments- is it 
better to sustain traditional, expensive hand-made matzah that provides 
work for poor people, or is it better to encourage cheaper machine-made 
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matzah that even poor people can afford? Finally, and one suspects most 
importantly, the machine kindled arguments concerning modernity. Sup
porters of machine-made matzah promoted the idea that modern technol
ogy could strengthen traditional Judaism; indeed, some rabbis optimistically 
argued that technology could produce better and more kosher matzahs 
than Jews had ever enjoyed before, at least since the days of the Second 
Temple. Meanwhile, opponents of the machine feared that machine-made 
matzah, like so many other innovations in matters of religious tradition, 
would become a dangerous instrument of modernity leading inevitably to 
assimilation, Reform, and apostasy. The Gerer Rebbe, for example, argued 
that supporters of the matzah machine sought as their long term aim to 
uproot the entire Torah. A later opponent insisted that the invention, from 
the beginning, was intended to introduce reforms into the religion of Is
rael. 12 These vituperative arguments were by no means settled by the time 
Manischewitz became involved in the matzah business. To the contrary, the 
Jewish world of his day was divided between those who accepted matzah 
made with the assistance of a machine and those who did not. 

What Manischewitz Did 
Before Manischewitz himself publicly took a stand on this divisive issue, he 

faced a more prosaic problem: competition in his own back yard. In the 
early 1890s a dispute developed between his friend and relative, Rabbi 
Hillkowitz,and a new rabbi in town- almost certainly Rabbi Simon ("Rashi") 
Finkelstein, the father of Rabbi Louis Finkelstein, longtime chancellor of the 
Jewish Theological Seminary. As a result of this dispute, which seems to 
have had more to do with local power than with ha/akhah, Finkelstein him
self entered the matzah business against Manischewitz. Behr Manischewitz 
wrote back to his father in Salant, seeking help from that community's rabbi 
in the dispute. He feared that Finkelstein's competition would deprive him 
of his livelihood and believed that his competitor was impermissibly intrud
ing into his domain (masig g'vul). But in the end all he received in return was 
a fatherly mussar shmooze. "Make peace;'Yechiel Michael wrote his son, and 
he warned, in the best tradition of the then recently deceased Rabbi Israel 
Salanter, against any concern over honor and any involvement in quarrels 
and controversies "even if it will seem to you that the quarrel is for the sake 
of Heaven."" The advice was good, for Cincinnati was not like Memel or 
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Salant, and competitors could not have been shut down even if the rabbis 
had wanted to do so. The advice also proved propitious, since in the course 
of time the Manischewitzes and the Finkelsteins became related by mar
riage. The only real way for Manischewitz to achieve success in America's 
capitalist economy, Behr came to understand, was by gaining a competitive 
edge - that is (I) by cutting the production costs of his matzah so that his 
profit margin would be higher. or (2) by making a better matzah, one that 
was superior in quality and therefore more desirable, or (3) by improving 
the image of his matzah so that people considered it superior to the com
petition and purchased it. Manischewitz managed to follow all three of 
these roads to success, and as we shall see, the rabbis of the Holy land 
played a part in his strategy. 

Most importantly, Manischewitz introduced a series of improvements and 
inventions that revolutionized the process of matzah baking the world over. 
Continuing a trend that Singer's matzah machine had begun and that would 
become very familiar in the twentieth century, he yoked modern technol
ogy to the service of religion. In 1899, he purchased the matzah bakery of 
Moses Bing in Cincinnati and announced "improvements on machinery ... of 
such a nature as positively to surpass anything of its kind in this country:·" 
By I 903, he was using at least three different machines as part of the matzah
making process: one that partially kneaded the dough, one that rolled it, and 
one that stretched the dough, perforated it, and cut it. A separate electric 
fan kept the premises cool." later he introduced a gas-fired matzah baking 
oven (which allowed for better and more even distribution and control of 
heat) and an enormously important (and patented) "traveling-carrier bake
oven," a conveyor belt system that made it possible to automate the whole 
process of matzah baking: the dough was placed on one end and it slowly 
moved through the oven chambers emerging as evenly-baked identically
shaped matzah on the other end. Jacob Uriah Manischewitz, who succeeded 
his father as president of the Manischewitz company upon the former's 
untimely passing in 1914, is credited with more than fifty patents including 
an electric eye which automatically counted the number of matzos in a box 
at a rate of 600 a minute, as well as innovations in packaging, and a special 
"matsos machine;' introduced in 1920, which could produce 1.25 million 
matzahs every day, and which he described, in 1938,as"the largest and most 
expensive single piece of machinery in any bakery in the world:·•• Thanks 
to all of these innovations, Manischewitz could produce more matzah, more 
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cheaply, with less breakage, and with a much more regular and pleasing 
appearance than had ever before been possible. 

The result was nothing less than a revolution in the matzah business char
acterized by three major transformations: First, where before most matzah 
had been round, irregular or oval-shaped" now, largely because of the de
mands of technology and packaging, it became square - in 1912, indeed, 
the matzot were specifically advertised as "Manischewitz's Square Matzoths:'" 
The issue of square matzah had been debated in the nineteenth century by 
Kluger and Nathanson," but most matzah, even that produced with the 
help of a rolling machine, remained round. Matzah produced by Manischewitz 
and its mechanized competitors, by contrast, was invariably square (though 
in 1942, "speciaiY-shaped matzoth were baked as part of the 'Y for Victory' 
movement;' duringWorldWar 11.20

) Second, where before each matzah was 
unique and distinctive in terms of shape, texture, and overall appearance
no two were identical as is true of shmurah matzah to this day- now, every 
matzah in the box came out looking, feeling, and tasting the same. Matzah 
thus underwent the same processes of rationalization, standardization, and 
mechanization that we associate with the American management revolution 
wrought by Frederick Winslow Taylor." Manischewitz matzah, in short, 
became a distinctive brand of matzah, with all that that implied. Finally, 
where before matzah was a quintessentially local product, produced on an 
as-needed basis in every Jewish community and not shipped vast distances 
for fear of breakage, now it became a national and then an international 
product - just like soap and cereal. In time, along with smaller matzah 
brands like Horowitz-Margareten, Goodman, and Streits, Manischewitz 
would extend its market share to take maximum advantage of its ability to 
mass-produce matzah, and local matzah bakers who could not compete 
would go out of business. On a much larger scale, Cincinnati's Proctor and 
Gamble was doing the same thing at roughly the same time to the produc
tion of soap and detergent. 

Marketing Challenges and Solutions 
But there is also a critical difference, extremely important for the student 

of religion, since in the case of matzah two very significant challenges had to 
be met before Manischewitz could take full advantage of these technologi
cal and business innovations, and translate them into commercial success. 
First, the company needed to confront popular resistance to changing a 
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long-familiar Passover ritual product. Matzah, after all, reflects and evokes a 
sense of tradition; it is, according to the Haggadah, "the bread of affliction 
that our fathers ate in the land of Egypt." This was hard to reconcile with 
Manischewitz's newfangled machine-made square matzah, and the company 
had therefore to find some way to make its new matzah seem not only 
superior but also "traditional" and religiously "authentic." Second, the 
company needed to confront what we have seen to be significant rabbinic 
resistance to machine-made matzah. Given the volatility of the issue, and 
the emotional energy invested in it by both sides of the controversy, 
Manischewitz had every reason to be nervous about the reception that the 
matzot made by its new machine would receive. It must have known that it 
would need powerful rabbinic endorsement for its matzot to succeed in 
the marketplace-" 

Manischewitz confronted the first issue - how to make its matzot seem 
superior and authentic- through advertising. In Anglo-Jewish newspapers, 
the company described its matzot as being in all ways superior to the com
petition: they were produced in what the company called "a temple of 
kashruth, a palace of cleanliness, a gigantic structure of steel and glass, over
flowing with light, air and sunshine:'" In other words, they met the highest 
American food and health standards; they were, in their own way, therapeu
tic. Indeed, Manischewitz advertised at one point that "No human hand 
touches these matsas in their manufacture," as if this fact, rather than the 
production of matzot by hand, reflected Judaism's highest precept! 24 By 
appealing to modern American consumer values to sell their traditional 
food product, the company implied that purchasers of Manischewitz matzah 
could subscribe to the highest values of both Judaism and America. 

When it advertised in Hebrew and Yiddish to more Orthodox custom
ers, Manischewitz switched gears and emphasized its high standard of kashrut 
("the most kosher matzot in the world"). In 1920, it published an "open 
letter" to the Jewish public in the Yiddisher Tageblatt in which it touted its 
incomparable reputation for kashrut and announced technical innovations 
designed to make the world's best matzah even better. It also published 
regular ads and placed articles in the rabbinic journal HaPardes touting the 
company's "scrupulousness" in all aspects of the matzah-making process, as 
well as its utter reliability, attested to by the Agudath Ha-Rabbanim and 
Rabbi Pardes himself.25 

In the early years, Manischewitz marketed its matzah as an elite product. 
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Typical English-language 
advertisements for 

Manischewitz matzah 
( 1919-1920).The ads 
associate the firm's 

matzah with health and 
hygiene, as well as the 
highest standards of 
kashruth. They also 

indicate that the firm 
was facing competition 
from other brands that 

sought to imitate its 
success. 

How Matzah Became Square 
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It called them "fine matzos" and sold them in a cigar-type box which pro
tected the contents and projected an aura of affluence. This, of course, was 
a clever attempt to give Manischewitz's square matzahs extra cache. The 
company understood that if theirs became the preferred matzah of rich and 
powerful Jews, other Jews would soon follow suit. Apparently the strategy 
worked, for at one point in the 1920s the company claimed that it delivered 
matzah "to 80 per cent ofthe Jewish population of America and Canada."" 

Rabbinic Endorsements 
As important as its advertising was, Manischewitz also understood that it 

~eeded powerful rabbinic endorsements. Without them it could not hope 
to legitimate its machine-made square matzah, much less win over custom
ers used to eating handmade, round matzah on Passover. Vituperative con
troversies over machine-made matzah,such as those that rocked Europe in 
the nineteenth century and divided Jerusalem in 1908-09, were to be avoided 
at all costs-" 

The company began with two great advantages peculiar to America. First, 
the majority of East European immigrants came to the United States from 
areas (such as Lithuania) where machine-made matzah had already won 
rabbinic sanction, and (he immigrants tended in any case to favor accommo
dations to modernity; if not they would never have ventured to the New 
World in the first place. Hasidim comprised the strongest elements op
posed to machine-made matzah, both in Europe and in Palestine, but in 
America their numbers prior to World War II were comparatively small,and 
their leadership pitifully weak.American soil was described by one writer in 
1918 as being "rather unfavorable for the seed of the Hasidic cult;' and 
America's four Hasidic rebbes at that time had almost no Hasidic followers. 
Even had Hasidim decided to wage war against machine-made matzah in 
America, they would not have posed much of a threat28 

Second, even several rabbis opposed to machine-made matzah in Europe 
wrote early in the twentieth century to support its production in the United 
States. They understood that in the absence of machine-made matzah, the 
fast-growingAmerican Jewish community might not have had sufficient matzah 
for its requirements, and they argued that in America, unlike in Eastern Eu
rope, there was no tradition of handmade matzah that needed to be up
held .Thus, even in matters of Jewish law there was a sense at that time that 
"America is different."" 
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Nevertheless, Manischewitz spared no effort to ensure that rabbis en
dorsed its matzah as appropriate even for the most religiously punctilious. 
As early as 1903, it announced that its bakery was open to all rabbis "seek
ing truth and righteousness," and through the years many apparently took 
the firm up on the offer.30 For its fiftieth anniversary, in 1938, the company 
published a list of 124 "leading figures of the generation;• most of them 
renowned rabbis (some by then deceased), who, it said, had visited the bak
ery and attested to its high level of kashrut. The list was headed by Rabbi 
Abraham I. Kook, chief rabbi of Eretz lsrael,and it included Rabbi Meir Shapiro 
of Lublin, Rabbi Meier Hildesheimer of Berlin, and thirty-two other Euro
pean rabbis, largely from Poland and Lithuania, along with nine rabbis from 
the land of Israel, the chief rabbi of Cairo, the leaders of the Agudath ha
Rabbanim in the United States, and dozens of other American rabbis from 
cities across the land." A pamphlet entitled Kashrut at Manischewitz ( 1955) 
offered testimonials from some of these luminaries. According to its infor
mation, Rabbi Shapiro, the founder ofYeshivath Hakhmei Lublin and of the 
Daf Yomi, "ate only Manischewitz Matzos throughout the year;· since he 
"was never sure of the strict kashruth of bread:'" Most rabbis did not go 
that far, but especially in the United States the leading rabbis did agree to 
link their names to Manischewitz, thereby endowing its matzah with special 
prestige. At an annual ceremony in the weeks prior to Passover, rabbis 
gathered to tour the Manischewitz plant, to witness the baking of machine
made shmurah matzoh prepared especially for the most fervent of Jews, and 
to enjoy a scrumptious banquet, complete with learned lectures from lead
ers oftheAgudath ha-Rabbanim.The setting, along with the prestigious rab
binical names associated with it, generated substantial publicity in Ortho
dox circles, buttressing Manischewitz's claim to be the most kosher matzah 
of them all.33 

Ties to Zion 
In its fiftieth anniversary publication, published in HaPardes, Manischewitz 

paid special attention to the ties that it had forged with the Land of Israel. 
Letters in Hebrew from Jerusalem's Chief Rabbi, Zvi Pesach Frank, and the 
head ofYeshivat Merkaz HaRav,Jacob M. Charlap,appeared on facing pages 
near the front of the booklet, second in prominence only to the letter from 
the American Agudath ha-Rabbanim. The Jerusalem rabbis, known support
ers of machine-made matzah, extolled the kashrut and quality of 
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Manischewitz's matzah, as well as the great love of Zion and openhanded 
generosity of Hirsch Manischewitz, Behr Manischewitz's son and the firm's 
vice-president. Learned articles in the publication were likewise composed 
in Eretz Israel, by rabbis who had ties with Manischewitz.lndeed, the whole 
publication bespoke the firm's well known love of Zion, and the respect that 
the leading religious figures in Zion had for Manischewitz.34 

This relationship dated all the way back to the company's founder, who 
established close ties to Jerusalem early in the twentieth century. Behr 
Manischewitz even sent his sons, Max and Hirsch, to study there: Hirsch 
began his studies in 190 I, when he was only ten years old, and remained in 
Eretz Israel for thirteen years studying successively at Yeshivoth Etz Chaim 
( 190 1-1907), Torath Chaim ( 1908-191 0), and Meah Shearim ( 191 0-1914). 
Max, who was two years older, attended public school in Cincinnati and only 
subsequently sailed off to study in Palestine; he too studied for the rabbin
ate at Yeshivath Etz Chaim. Both brothers married daughters of what were 
later described as "well-known families in jerusalem." Max married Edith 
Cohen in 1907 and Hirsch married Sarah Wolfe in 1910. Subsequently, the 
Manischewitzes took great pride in being"inter-related with the nicest fami
lies in the Holy City." Hirsch Manischewitz also took great pride in the 
prestigious rabbis with whom he had studied in jerusalem.Twenty-five years 
later, his official biography in Who's Who in American jewry still recorded the 
names of those rabbis, several of whom, notably Isaac Blazer, were well
known figures in the Mussar movement." 

Beyond these educational and familial ties, the Manischewitz family also 
made significant charitable donations to Eretz Israel. Hirsch Manischewitz, 
while studying in jerusalem,organized a free loan society, a sick benefit foun
dation, and a relief fund for the poor; he also served on the board of the 
Kolle! Amerika." Upon the death of the family patriarch, Behr Manischewitz, 
in 1914, his sons established a small Jerusalem yeshiva in their father's name, 
known as the Rabbi Behr Manischewitz Yeshiva. Through the years, Hirsch 
Manischewitz took a special interest in this yeshiva and the Manischewitz 
company made modest annual donations to it, ranging from $1250- $3300. 
The yeshiva featured very prominently in the firm's fiftieth anniversary pub
lication booklet." 

The fact that the jerusalem yeshiva actually carried the Manischewitz name 
is somewhat curious. None of the best known yeshivot in Eretz Israel at 
that time, including those where Hirsch Manischewitz himself had studied, 
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carried the last name of a donor family, and one wonders why Manischewitz 
Yeshiva was different. Could not the yeshiva simply have been called Yeshi
vas Rabbi Dov Behr? In 1948, as part of a court case to which we shall 
return, a revealing reason was supplied. "Yeshiva graduates," the Manischewitz 
company told the court, "teach as rabbis in Palestine, Europe and South 
America. They have the name Manischewitz associated with them and are 
helping to overcome the impression of Orthodox European Jews thatAmeri
can machine-made matzos are not kosher."" 

The Manischewitz yeshiva, in other words, formed part of a larger strat
egy aimed at utilizing the prestige of rabbis from Eretz Israel to legitimate 
the machine-made square matzot that Manischewitz produced, and to help 
promote them around the world. The rabbis who taught at Manischewitz 
Yeshiva sanctioned the use of machine-made matzah on Passover, and 
Manischewitz also supplied the matzah that was actually served at the ye
shiva on Passover. Indeed, at least in the eyes of the company, the graduates 
of the yeshiva formed the vanguard of a worldwide matzah empire that, it 
hoped, would spread machine-made Manischewitz matzah beyond the bor
ders of North America to Jews throughout the diaspora and in Palestine. As 
opposed to some of its other charity, which was handled privately, 
Manischewitz in this case gave substantial publicity to its association with 
Manischewitz Yeshiva. It viewed the yeshiva students it supported as future 
missionaries for its cause, as well as living symbols of those Jewish values
piety, charity, and commitment to learning -that would make its matzah 
trusted and welcomed in Jewish homes everywhere." 

Just after World War One, che Manischewitzes established one further 
link between themselves and the rabbis of Eretz Israel. They brought over 
from Jerusalem Rabbi Mendel M. Hochstein, the son of one of Hirsch 
Manischewitz's old teachers, and they made him the kashrut supervisor (head 
mashgiah) at their bakery in Cincinnati; he also served as the rabbi of Con
gregation Ansche Shalom. Later, when the company moved to New Jersey, 
Rabbi Hochstein moved with them, serving in addition as the rabbi of 
Brooklyn's aptly named Kehilath Bnai Eretz Yisrael. In its advertising. 
Manischewitz regularly mentioned that Rabbi Hochstein had trained and 
lived in Jerusalem. It knew that scrupulous Jews in Europe would trust a 
Jerusalem mashgiah over an American one. Indeed, when Rabbi Meir Dan 
Plotzki of Ostrova, on a visit to America, pronounced Manischewitz matzah 
to be thoroughly reliable ("there is none more faithful to be found"), he 
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revealingly singled out for praise "the constant supervision of one of the 
sages of Jerusalem" - Rabbi Hochstein." 

In short, a complex, reciprocal, and mutually beneficial relationship devel
oped between Manischewiu and the rabbis of the Holy Land: each provided 
the other with what they needed. Manischewitz provided material support 
to Jerusalem charities, and the Manischewitz yeshiva provided a position for 
Rabbi Hochstein and treated Jerusalem's rabbis with special respect and 
status, implying without ever saying so that they were the central rabbinic 
figures in the Jewish world. In return, the rabbis provided them with public 
recognition, the kinds of recommendations that they needed to expand 
abroad, and rabbinic approbation for their machine-made matzah. For years, 
the firm advertised that Rav Kook and later "the Chief Rabbinate of Israel" 
recognized that it offered "the greatest possible assurance of kashruth." It 
also became the only mauah in the world to receive certification from the 
Agudath ha-Rabbanim during the interwar years. Its "association with the 
Yeshiva in Palestine;· it admitted, "was of some aid in obtaining th[is] annual 
'hechsher'." As a result of all of this, Manischewitz did for some time gain a 
reputation in Europe as being the most kosher matzah of all. My own ma
ternal grandmother in London, scion of a distinguished Hasidic line, pre
ferred Manischewitz matzah for this very reason and selected it over local 
English brands .This is particularly remarkable when one remembers America's 
longstanding reputation among Orthodox Jews as being lax in matters of 
religion, a treifene medinah 41 

The benefits that accrued to the Manischewiu Company from its contri
butions to Eretz Yisrael do not detract from the evident altruistic, philan
thropic, and Zionist impulses of the Manischewitz family. Their interest in 
tzedaka, their love of Israel, and their support for religious Zionism- all are 
beyond question. Hirsch Manischewitz devoted the better part of his public 
activities to charitable Orthodox causes, mostly but not exclusively related 
to Ereu Israel. His brother, Max Manischewitz, sought to promote the in
dustrial development of the yishuv; and in the nineteen-twenties proposed 
ambitious plans to open matzah, noodle and macaroni factories in Jerusa
lem, as well as a kosher hotel. Indeed, the official Manischewitz logo, a 
heartfelt one, proclaimed in Hebrew "Next Year in Jerusalem."41 

Manischewitz's philanthropic and religious activities, however, were never 
wholly separate from its business considerations, particularly since the firm's 
religious reliability played a significant part in its marketing. Indeed, the inter-
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relationship of business, technology, philanthropy, and faith helped to deter
mine the success of the Manischewitz company. Its reputation and religious 
ties, coupled with its technological prowess, business acumen, and clever 
advertising, go far to explain how its square, machine-made matzah won 
rabbinic sanction, and how over the course of the first half of the twentieth 
century, this kind of matzah became normative and ubiquitous. 

Rabbis and students of Manischewitz Yeshiva surrounded by photos of 
Behr Manischewitz (left) and Hirsch Manischewitz (right). 

From a spedol supplement honoring fifty years of the Manischewitz company 
in HaPardes II (March 1938). 

Manischewig v. Commissioner of Internal Revenue 
Much of what I have described here would not be known but for a 1948 

case in the United States Tax Court. The case arose when the Internal Rev
enue Service challenged the right of the B. Manischewitz Company to de
duct a payment made to Manischewitz Yeshiva as "an ordinary and neces
sary business expense:· It could not otherwise have deducted these pay
ments, since the jerusalem yeshiva did not qualify as a charitable organiza
tion ("to which contributions by corporations are deductible") under the 
tax code in effect at that time. Manischewitz fought the tax collection agency's 
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challenge, and in so doing made the case that its donations to the yeshiva 
bore a direct relationship to its business, having been made (as per the law) 
"with a reasonable expectation of a financial return commensurate with the 
amount of the donation." In the course of the company's deposition it frankly 
set forth some of the benefits that its philanthropy produced including, as 
mentioned, that it helped "to overcome the impression ... that American 
machine-made matzos are not kosher" and that it was "beneficial in publi
cizing" the company's product. "Payments for support of the Yeshiva," the 
company candidly concluded, "have been made from combined religious, 
charitable, personal, and business motives." The court solemnly agreed: "Al
though there can be little doubt that the contributions to the seminary 
were prompted by a complex of motives," the precedent-setting decision 
declared, the deduction was legal,given that there were "reasonably evident 
business ends to be served, and the intention to serve them appears ad
equately from the record."43 

Conclusion 
The episode that we have recounted here is interesting in its own right as 

an unusual case study in the interrelationship of business, technology, char
ity and faith,and also for what it reveals about how religious innovations like 
square-shaped, machine-made matzah transformed the matzah industry, won 
rabbinic approbation and, as a result, achieved widespread public accep
tance. What is especially noteworthy here is the fact that Manischewitz 
used rabbinic figures in jerusalem to achieve this goal; the company did not 
exert parallel efforts to win support from the rabbis of Behr Manischewitz's 
native Lithuania. Traditional religious and Zionist motivations, as well as fa
miliar East European prejudices concerning American judaism, may well be 
sufficient to explain this anomaly, but a larger theme may be reflected here 
as well. For Manischewitz's turn toward Zion reflected a much broader 
challenge to East European rabbinic hegemony posed in the late nineteenth 
century by the rise of the two new centers of jewish life: America and 
Eretz Israel. The reciprocal relationship that worked to the mutual advan
tage of Manischewitz and the Jerusalem rabbis formed part of a larger pat
tern of relationships that, at once, proclaimed American jewry's indepen
dence from the rabbinic "establishment" in Europe and its desire to play a 
significant role of its own in jewish life. The establishment of the Kolle I Am erika 
Tifereth Yerushalayim in 1896 reflects some of this same dynamic, and it may 
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be more than coincidence that, as we have seen, Hirsch Manischewitz served, 
for a time, on its executive committee. For similar reasons, one suspects, 
American Orthodox rabbis preferred to publish their Hebrew books in 
Palestine, rather than in Eastern Europe. later, the Orthodox jewish lay
leader Harry Fischel carried this tradition forward, doing much to strengthen 
ties between Orthodox lay leaders in America and the rabbis of Eretz ls
rael.44 The rabbis of the yishuv, of course, had their own reasons for want
ing to shift the center of Jewish life away from Eastern Europe, and they had 
every incentive to cooperate with American Jewry to this end, particularly 
when the latter proved so wonderfully generous and philanthropic. Coop
eration to advance the sale of Manischewitz matzah, in other words, is just 
one episode in a much larger and yet-to-be-written history tracing the 
emergence of rabbinic authority in the new centers of Jewish life, in the 
United States and Israel, and the ties that bound these new centers to
gether. 

For now, though, we have seen that the lowly matzah turns out to have a 
history that sheds light on subjects of far-reaching importance. The B. 
Manischewiu company no longer exists today as an independent entity - it 
is now part of a great conglomerate - but its achievement should not be 
forgotten. For in the final analysis, what has been recounted here is not just 
the story of how mauah became square and machine-made matzah became 
normative. It is also the story of how traditional Judaism itself became nor
mative in America - a story that involves, as we have seen, technology, busi
ness, politics, philanthropy, ties to Israel, and above all, an ongoing commit
ment to Jewish law and Jewish life. 
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