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“THE WRITER OF THIS PARAGRAPH,” wrote James Rees in 1845,
“remembers My, Noah as a great literary and political lon ... He
told the best story, rounded the best sentence, and wrote the best
play of all his contemporaries. He was the life and spiritand quo-
tation of all circles. As editor, eritic and author, he was looked up
toas an oracle. He was, in short, the idoneous home of that day. His
wit was everywhere repeated, and his kind-heartedness — which,
by the way, to this very hour has never forsaken him — was the
theme of every tongue.”!

Rees was an intimate of Mordecai Noah's, and his
charactevization, written while Noah was still alive, must there-
fore be somewhat discounted. Sull, his words bear close reading.
For Rees realized, even in his adulation, that Noah's reputation
rested chiefly on his style and*personality. Samuel Lockwood put
it well: “Noah was @ man of talents rather than genius.”™ His
talents, however, stood him in good stead and he exploited them
to the hilt. Consequently, his name continues to clicit smiles of
recognition two {ull centuries after his birth.

Mordecai Noah (1785-1851) belonged to that first generation
of native-born Americans who grew up in the years following the
Revolution. When he was young, he knew some of the Founding
Fathers personally, but he had no memory of his country as being
anything but politically independent. Like so many others of his
day, he cherished the dream that America would one day also

b James Rees, The Dramane Authors of Amenca (Philadelphia, 1845), p. 110,
2 Samuet Lockwood, “Major MM, Noah” Lippiucott's Magazine of Literature, Sci-
ence and Education, 1 (1868), p. 670.
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achieve full cultural independence. Politics and culture, central
concerns of the young Republic, became his central concerns as
well,

Noah's carly literary contributions focus around these twin
preoccupations. As a young man in his twenties, he firstachieved
repute in the field of political journalism. He wrote copy on be-
half of Simon Snyder, Democratic-Republican candidate for gov-
ernor of Pennsylvania in 1808, He authorized a pseudonymous
pamphlet attacking New York Governor De Wit Clinton’s bid
for the presidency in 1812, And he published a noteworthy series
of articles in the Charleston City Gazette, in 1813, that helped ex-
posce some attempted political chicanery on the part of South
Carolina’s governor, Joseph Alston.”

At the same time, Noah authored the first of his plays. He had
long been a devotee of the theater (Chad an carly hankering tor
the national drama,” he later admitted, “a kind of juvenile patri-
otism.™), and he subsequently becamie an important critic. But
“The Fortress of Sorrento,” and “Paul and Alexis” were hardly
great works, ‘The former, Noah himself Later remarked, he was
“almost ashamed to own.™ The lauer, he excused as being merely
a favor written for a friend. The plays he wrote when he was
older, all of them devoted to American themes, proved some-
what more enduring, and won Noah a place among the front
ranks of carly American dramatists. In one, “She would Be a
Soldier, or the Plains of Chippewa,” he introduced onto the stage
a remarkably benevolent Indian, one brave enough to eriticize
the white man's encroachments, and educated enough to speak
perfectly standard English. In another, “*Marion, or the Hero of
Lake George,” he broached a subject ignored in most literary

“treatments of the American Revolution, the tragedy of conflict-

ing allegiances that rent families asunder, pitting brothers
against one another. Both plays, and other Noah plays too, en-

joyed long and successful runs. Yet Noah himself realized, by the

time he was middle-aged and no longer writing plays, that his
were somewhat “amateur” productions, composed at odd mo-

3 Jonathan D. Sarna, Jacksonian few: The Two Worlds of Mordecai Noah (New
York, 1O81), pp. 1-14.

4 Noah o William Dantap Quly 11, 1832), veprinted in Publicationy of the Ameri-
can Jewish Historical Society, 6 (1897), p. 116.

5 Ihid, p. 118,
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ments in the all-too-rare interstices between political cancases
and journalistic deadlines. Others, he thought, had done better "

HIS TRAVELS

Noah's most significant contribution to American letters was
his book of travels, published in 1819. The volume was conceived
while Noah was serving as American consul to Tunis, a post he
received in 1813, 1 am tiking notes for writing a Book .. ." he
informed his friend David Bailie Warden in 1815, *I wish to add
my poor mite to the store of American literature.”” By the time
the book appeared, however, it had taken on an additional func-
tion. Soon after writing to Warden, Noah found himself recalled
home for reasons — among them “the religion which you pro-
tess™ - which he considered to be grossly unjust. In pare, at least,
he used his book, “as a work of explanation and defence.™ Travels
in Ingland, France, Spain, and the Barbary States is thus a mixture of
travelogue and apologia. The first book of its kind by an Ameri-
can diplomat, it won considerable acclaim and went through at
least two editions.

Noah’s travelogue included all the standard motifs of the
genre: injury on the road, a near robbery, and lusty moments of
embarrassment. Noah rendered typical judgements on cach of
the countries he visited. England, he felt, should be considered a
“pernanent enemy,” ever eager “to check our progress or mar
our national prosperity.” France, on the other hand, left not a
single unfavorable impression: “no circumstance . . . served to
lower the respect which is generally entertained towards this
country and its inhabitants.” As for Spain, he was very critical of
its “indolence™ and “prejudices.” He urged the country to “toler-
ate all religions, [to] call back the Moors and Jews,” and to free
‘her South American colonies. These were all regular Jefterso-
nian sentiments and probably evoked no surprise from readers.”

What did distinguish Noah's volume from other contemporary
works of its type was the attention devoted 1o Jewish affairs.

6 Ibid, p. 115; Sarna, Jacksonian Jew, pp. 6-8, 12-13, 47-51.

7 Noah to David B. Warden (February 10, 1815), Warden Papers, Library of
Congress.

8 Mordecai M. Noah, Travels in England, France, Spain and the Barbary States (New
York, 1819), p. v

9 Ibid, pp. 58, 125, 241,
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Right from page one, Noah expressed his desire to obtain “the
most authentic information in relation to the situation, character,
resources, and numerical force of the Jews in Barbary, part of
whom had been banished from their colleges at Cardova, and
parts were emigrants from Judea and Egypt."*" Later in the book
he described with obvious care different sectors of the Jewish
community — praising some, condemning others — but gener-
ally laying blame for any Jewish vices at the feet of the Islamic
rulers. He pointed out that Jews hungered after money in North
Africa because it purchased “protection and toleration.” He sug-
gested that emancipation and mild treatment might make Jews
far more useful and beneficial citizens."’

The apologem part of Noah's book — the extended defense of
his consulship in gcneral and particularly his handling or
mishandling of a secret mission aimed at freeirig American pris-
oners in Algiers — holds, at first blush, substantially less interest.
Noah had published much of the material in his Correspondence
and Documents Relative to the Attempl to Negotiate for ‘the Release of the
American Captives at Algiers (1816), and his plea for his “unfortu-
nate people, whose faith and constancy alone have been the cause
of so much tyranny and oppression; who have given moral laws
to the world, and who receive for reward opprobrium and
insult,” reeks of self:pity. What does make the defense significant
is the simple fact that Noah undertook it at all, let alone in so spir-
ited a fashion. As “a citizen of the United States, protected by the
constitution in my religious as well as in my civil rights,” he served
notice that he would fight, fight publicly, and fight as a Jew, for
religious equality.'? '

‘This Jewish self-assertiveness, expressed even more frequently
in Noah's later writings, had lasting significance. The fact that a
public figure like Mordecai Noah so openly declared himself a
Jew, both by expressing his interest in other Jews and by de-
fending himself against religious attacks, legitimated and en-
couraged similar acts of self-assertion by other Jews, and indeed
other minority group members. Noah, of course, was not unique
in assuming a forthright stance, nor was he the first American
Jew to proudly defend his religion in print. He did, however, re-

10 ibid, p. 1.
1 Ihid, pp. 289, 307-314. .
12 Ibid, pp. 376-381; Sarna, facksonian Jew, pp. 31-32.
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ceive far more publicity for his defenses of the faith than did any
other American Jew of his time. ‘

JOURNALISTIC ACTIVITY

Despite the success of his Travels, Noah wrote no other books.
He compiled a volume of his newspaper columns (1820, rev.
1845), and he published an American edition of Moses Samuel’s
translation of the Book of Jasher (1840). But otherwise he confined
himself to pam?hlcts. published lectures, and the forum he liked
hest: the press.'® During his long tenure on New York’s newspa-
per row, Noah edited some of America’s leading dailies: The New
York National Advocate, The Enquirer, and The FEvening Star. He also
edited the Sunday Times and Noah's Weekly Messenger, one of the
first Sunday newspapers in America, and one designed to be a
family newspaper, “received and approved in circles where no
Sunday publication had penetrated before.”'* Noah rarely con-
cerned himself with two trends revolutionizing American jour-
nalism in his day: increasing speed and decreasing price. He left
the scoops and the scandal to the Sun and the Herald; meanwhile,
he concentrated on quality. “Itis the business of a newspaper,” he
wrote, “to tell its readers of everything new, which transpires in
the world, and more especially of that sort of newness, which car-
ries with it utility and value . .. It is our business, as editors, to
make known such occurrences as shall have an influence, and a
beneficial influence too.”*?

Noah remains best known for his Jewish writings: his pub-
lished lectures, pronouncements, and newspaper articles that
aimed to improve both the image of Jews in the eyes of Gentiles,
and the condition of Jews worldwide. As early as in his Corre-
spondence and Documents (1816), echoing themes he had previ-
ously expressed in private letters to government officials, Noah
trumpeted the loyalty and patriotism of American Jews:

The citizens of the United States, who profess the Hebrew

13 For a complete bibliography of Noah's writings, see Jacob Blanck, Bibliography
of Amenican Literature (New Haven, 1973), vol. 6, pp. 447-454; with the several
corrections noted in Sarna, Jacksonian few, p. 215.

14 Sunday Times and Noal's Weekly Messenger (March 28, 1852), p- 2

15 New York Enquirer for the Country (November 17, 1827), p. 2; Sarna, Jacksonian
Jew, pp. 5-6, 35-38, 77-80, 97-99.
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religion, have merited, by their exemplary conduct, the
rights which they enjoy. They have been the constant,
unwavering friends of the union; they took an active part in
the war of the revolution, which secured, and ought 1o se-
cure to them, an equality of privileges, in common with the
rest of their fellow citizens. Forty years of freedom have
strengthened and secured their attachment and devotion to
a country, which had broken down the barriers of
superstition, in proclaiming and perpetuating civil and reli-
gious liberty.'® '

Noah offered a more lengthy exposition on Jews — complete
with learned footnotes — in his Discourse Delivered at the Consecra-
tion of the [Second Mill Street) Synagogue of Congregation Shearith Is-
rael in 1818, In his oration, Noah cast himself in the role of a
knowledgeable and experienced leader, enlightening and gendy
prodding his people — whom he addressed as "we”™ — all the
while looking back over his shoulder to gauge the reaction of the
outside world. He instructed his people as to their own history
and condition, traced Jewish rights in every country, and
concluded, patriotically, that *OUR COUNTRY [is] the bright
example of universal wolerance, of liberality, true religion, and
good faith.” America, he told his audience, was the Jewish peo-
ple’s “chosen country” — at least until Jews could “recover their
ancient rights and dominions, and take their rank among the
governments of the earth.” In passing, Noah mentioned hatred
of Jews, which he blamed on ignorance and jealousy. But he ex-
pressed more interest in Jewish survival and the future of the
Jewish people. For Jewish survival, he credited a Divine miracle.
The ultimate destiny of Jews — “restoration of the Jewish nation
to their ancient rights and dominion” — he similarly left in God’s
hands. Jews’ immediate future, however, he willingly accepted as
his own personal concern.'”

16 Mordecai M. Noah, Corvespondence und Documents Relative to the Attempt to Nego-
tiate fur the Release of the American Captives of Algiers; including vemarks on our rela-
tioms with that regency (Washington City, 1816), p. 126.

17 Mordecai M. Nouh, Discourse Delivered at the Consecration of the Synagogue K K.
Shearith Isvael in the city of New York on Friday, the Hth of Nisun, 5578, correspond-
mg with the 17th of April, 1818 (New York, 1818); Sarna, Jacksenian Jew, pp.

H4-5h.
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SETTLEMENT PROJECT

Noah manitested his concern for Jewry's future a few years
later in his well-known Ararat plan, his effort 1o create a Jewish
colony on Grand Island, New York. The history of this abortive
endeavor has been detailed elsewhere.'® Of concern here are the
two literary remains of the episode: Noah's brief “Proclamation
to the Jews,” and his far more comprehensive address delivered
at Ararat's elaborate dedication, on September 15, 1825 In his
proclamation, Noah, calling himself the “Judge of Israel.” issued
a series of decrees, apparently aimed Largely at Jews in pre-
modern countries; those, for example, whom he described in his
Travels. Among other things, he called on Jews 1o remain loyal 1o
the governmerus that protected them, 1o abolish polygamy, anc
to learn how to read and write before entering into marriage. '

His Ararat decrees went further. He reviewed the state of
world jewry, explained his colonization plan in detail, including
its imphications for Jewish restoration, and then justified his pro-
Jectinierms that he hoped both Jews and non-Jews would under-
stand. In his Ararat address, as in so many of his other pro-
nouncements on Jewish affairs, Noah sought 1o prove that he

“could be a good citizen as well as a good Jew, helping his people
and his country at one and the same time.*"

Nosh is remembered for two other widely-publicized ad-
dresses on matters relating to Jews: his Discourse on the Ewndences of
the Anerican Indians Being the Descendants of the Lost Tribes of Lirael
(1847), and his Discourse on the Restoration of the Jews (1845). In
hoth cases, Noah relied heavily on facts and theories developed
by athers; his contribution was to popularize and Judaize the two
themes, setting them forth in a framework favorable 1o Jews, yet
sull familiar enough to be acceptable to non-Jews.

[n the case of the Indians, Noah adduced the usual evidence
“proving” their Jewish heritage: Indian traditions, similarities be-
tween Indian and Jewish rituals, and resemblances between He-

I8 Sarna, Jacksoman Jeie, pp. 61-75; tor carlier studies see pp. 221222,

19 The Proclamation is reprinted in Joseph L. Blau and Salo W. Baron (eds.), The
Jews of the United States 1790-1840: A Documentary History (New York, 1963), pp.
8494-900.

20 “Address of Mordecai M. Noah .. Delivered ac the Laving of the Corner
Stone of the city of Ararar,” reprinted in Publications of the American Jewssh 1.
tovical Soctety, 21 (1913), pp. 230-252. ‘
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brew and Indian words. He added nothing fresh to a literature
that went back at least as far as the sixteenth century. Far more
interesting was Noah's effort to link the Jews and the Indians ty-
pologxcally “Fifteen hundred years after the expulsion of the Ca-
naanites by Joshua ... the descendants of joshua” — Noah
meant the North American Indians — “a second time fall on the
Canaanites on another continent, knowing them as such, and
burn their temples and destroy their gigantic towers and cities.™!
According to Noah, Jews were thus “the first people in the old
world” — the ancestors of Christianity — and “the rightful inher-
itors of the new.”?2 On this basis, Jews could both claim legitimacy
in the New World, and argue, as Noah did, that d:-stiny would be
theirs again: “the Jews . . . will stand forth, the richest, the most
powerful {and] the most intelligent nation on the face of the
globe."?

HOPE FOR RESTORATION

In his “Restoration Address” Noah continued in this same vein.
Although, of course, his subject had changed, he continued to
insist that America and its Jews had a special role to play in the
Divine scheme, and that ultimately, with America facilitating the
process, Jews would reemerge triumphant. Restoration of Jews
to the Holy Land was a commonly discussed theme in the 1840,
since many associated it with the predicted imminent approach
of the millennium. But where others foresaw Jewish conversion
before Restoration, Noah, perhaps taking his cue from some
British restorationists, argued that Jews and Christians should

“unite in efforts to promote the restoration of Jews in their uncon-
verted state, relying on the fulfillment of the pmphccncs and the
will of God for attaining the olzjects they have in view after that
great event shall have arrived.™" Delivering his address before'a
mixed audience that included Christian missionaries, Noah
preached tolerance, and exuded patriotism (*If I am right ..
what a glorious privilege is reserved for the free people of the

21 Mordecai M. Noah, Discourse an the Evidences of the American Indians Being the
Descendants of the Lost Tribes of Israel (New York, 1837), p-9

22 “Address of Mordecai Noah,” p. 244,

23 Noah, Discourse on the Evidences, p. 40.

24 Mordecai M. Noah, Discourse on the Restoration of the Jews (New York, 1845), P
25. -
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United Stutes: the only country that has given avil and religious
rights to the Jews equal with all other sects; the only country
which has not persecuted them, selected and pointedly distin-
guished in prophecy as the nation which, at the proper time, shall
present to the Lord his chosen and trodden-down people, and
pave the way for their restoration to Zion.””) He knew that the
only way he could garner support for the cause he considered so
critical 1o the betierment of Jewish life was to insist that it would
henefit every one: Jews would have their own state, Christians
would bask in the rewards reserved for those who furthered mil-
lennial aims, and Americans generally would enjoy the satisfac-
tion of knowing that theirs was the land described by Isaiah (18:1)
as that land destined by God to play a crucial role in the whole
restoration process.

Neoah occasionally addressed his ideas to Jews alone. But
though in these writings he may have been more parochial, he
nevertheless urged American Jews to chart a more liberal course
than that advocated by “defenders of the faith,” who, like Rabin
Abraham Rice of Baltimore, condemned innovations of every
sort. As an integrationist leader, Noah believed that Jews had o
learn o accotmmodate themselves o the world at large.*® He thus
supported secular education. The “Hebrew College” that he once
proposed was to be a place where children could obtain both “a
classical education, and at the same time be properly instructed in
the Hebrew Language.™” He also put forward a number of ideas
for religious reform: “I should . . . be graufied if we could intro-
duce in our prayers, a portion of the language of the country in
order that we may beuetr comprehend the great responsibilities
of our faith. We might also curtail many repetitions, and intro-
duce some beneticial changes.” (1u the same breath, however, he
warned that “there are great dangers in all innovadons on an es-
tablished religion.”®) Finally, he advocated a more tolerant view
of Christianity mnsisting, in an address to Jews assembled ar
Shearith Israel on Thanksgiving Day, 1848, that “therc is enough
25 Ibid, pp. 49-50; <f. Sarna, Jacksonian Jew, pp. 152-157.

26 Jonathan D. Sarna “The Specirum of Jewish Leadership in Ante-Bellum

America,” Journal of American Lthnic History, 1 (Spring 1982), pp. 59-67.

27 Sarna, Jacksonian Jew, pp. 127-128.
28 1bid, pp. 137-142; «f. Mordecai M. Noah, Address Delivered at the Hebrew Syna-

gogue in Urosby-Street, New York, on Thanksgiving Day, to Aid in the Erection of the
Temple at Jerusalem (Jamaica, 1849}, p. 16.
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- the character of Jesus 1o give him i rank among the highest
practical moralists.”™ Proud as he was of being Jewish, Noah did
not wish to see his felow Jews cut themselves off trom their non-
Jewish neighbors. In his writings, as in his other activities, he
sought to bring American ]('w and American Christians closer
together while still presevving Jewish identity firmly intact,

What then is-the legacy of Mordecai Noah? Surely it does not
rest solely on his writings, for though many can be vead with in-
terest today, none can honestly be said 1o have had any lasting
impact on subsequent generations. The fact that a Jew in the
cirly nireteenth'century wrote for and was read by non-Jews i
still significant; o mere handtul of Jews anywhere in the world
cottld make the same claime Noah also wrote with a fine style and
he lett behind some beautifully crafted prose. But he was by no
means an imnpormt thinker,

Instead, it appears that Noah's enduring importance derives
from his courageods and in many wavs pioneering effort to
achieve success i two worlds at once. He taught Jews that
Americadid not demand conversion as the price of achievement;
a Jew could remain it few and still vise 1o significant heights. At
the same tme, he taught non-Jews that, as Rabbi Morris Raphall
put it an his culogy, those “protessing the Jewish faith were as
able, as faithful, as zealous in fAmerica’s] cause and service as any
of her other children,™ In short, he mediated between two
worlds, explaining cach to the other. He scarcely solved the di-
femma of being an American Jew, but he experienced,
embodied, and understogd iv— and then g .q)plcd with it hon-
estly and openly. \

29 Ibid, p. 12,
30 Avmonean (Mareh 28, 1851), p. 18]





