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METSITSAH BE-PEH, NINETEENTH 
CENTURY NEW YORK JEWRY, AND THE 
BOARD OF HEALTH

I n 2005, leaders of New York’s haredi Jewish community were in a 
stalemate with the New York City Health Commissioner concerning 
metsitsah be-peh, the addendum to brit milah, which requires the 

mohel to orally suck blood from the wound immediately following the 
excision of the foreskin. The Department of Health investigated the etiol-
ogy of the reported cases of genital herpes simplex virus type one which 
appeared in Jewish infants following metsitsah be-peh.1 This outbreak 
prompted a renewed interest in metsitsah be-peh, which is practiced by 
small segments of the Jewish population.2 

This was not the fi rst time a New York health agency conducted a 
thorough investigation following an alleged infectious disease outbreak 
following metstisah be-peh. In 1873, Dr. R.W. Taylor published a report at 
the behest of the New York Board of Health detailing a similar cluster of 

This article is a modifi ed form of my undergraduate thesis from the Jay and Jeanie 
Schottenstein Honors Program at Yeshiva College. I thank R. Dr. Edward Reichman, 
who assisted and guided me through that project. I would also like to thank my par-
ents, Drs. Jose and Fay Poliak for reviewing drafts of this article. 

1 The City of New York Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, An Open Let-
ter to the Jewish Community from the New York City Health Commissioner, 2005, New 
York, NY: 2005.

2 Janice H. Tanne, “Ultra-Orthodox Jews criticized over circumcision prac-
tice,” British Medical Journal 332, (2006), p. 137. Tanne reports that estimates 
range from 2000 to 4000 metsitsah be-peh cases each year in New York City. This 
same fi gure was provided by R. David Zwiebel, executive vice president of Agu-
dath Israel of America in Cohen Nussbaum, Debra “Circumcision Controversy 
Rages On” Jewish Telegraph Agency, Nov. 30, 1999, http://www.jta.org/news/
article/1999/11/30/13553/Circumcisioncontrov. For an overview of the history 
of metsitsah be-peh, see Shlomo Sprecher, “Mezi.za.h be-Peh—Therapeutic Touch,” 
H.akirah, 2006: pgs.. 15-66.
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ill infants who were initially believed to have contracted syphilis. In light 
of the 2005 outbreak and its subsequent controversy, the details sur-
roundings the tragic 1873 New York episode deserve to be re-examined. 
Specifi cally, when this nascent Jewish community was in its infant stages, 
how did the rabbinate and Jewish communal leaders respond to the rec-
ommendations and observations posed by the New York City Board of 
Health? 

IS 1873 AMERICA UNIQUE?

The state of American politics, medicine, and religion in 1873 makes this 
case markedly different from its European counterparts, and compels us 
to examine the 1873 outbreak in its historical context. 

Unlike their European counterparts, the New York Jewish commu-
nity lived on the frontier of Jewish settlement, and lacked the ecclesiasti-
cal infrastructure and leadership to regulate religious rites.3 In fact, many 
of the ecclesiastical leaders were not ordained rabbis, but were rather 
ministers and reverends that carried little clout.4 In Europe however, 
communally appointed rabbis had been recognized as the authority over 
lifecycle events and instituted regulations to ensure the safety of circum-
cision.5 Additionally, in the nineteenth century when the hegemony of 
the once autonomous rabbinic court was undermined by the spirit of 

3 Moshe D. Sherman, “Struggle for Legitimacy: The Orthodox Rabbinate in Mid-
Nineteenth Century America.” Jewish History, Spring 1996: pgs. 63-74.

4 Similarly, in Three Years In America (1859-1862) (New York: Ayer Publishing, 
1975), p. 82, Israel Joseph Benjamin described his visit a decade before the 1873 
outbreak. He described a country with more than two hundred Orthodox syna-
gogues, but only three learned rabbis.

5 By the mid-nineteenth century, even traditionalist segments of European Jewry 
sought to ensure that brit milah complied with modern hygienic and surgical proto-
cols. For instance, between 1840 and 1880, the Hamburg Jewish community stipu-
lated and enforced that mohalim must “maintain personal hygiene, clean [their] 
instruments, utilize fresh bandages,” and abstain from operating when ill. Others also 
mandated hand and nail washing with a brush. Moreover, by the latter half of the 
century, the European rabbinate furnished mohalim with kits with “antiseptic solu-
tions, sterile knives, and alcohol.” Kits distributed in Frankfurt provided “a glass tube 
for metsitsah and a clamp for periah” (the tearing of the mucous membrane under the 
foreskin).  

In the mid-nineteenth century, the French Jewish community also enacted safe-
guards to limit the spread of disease following metsitsah be-peh. For instance, the re-
nowned Parisian venereologist, Philippe Ricord reported in his Letters sur la Syphilis, 
that he successfully convinced the Jewish Consistory of Paris to ban metsitsah because 
of the heightened risk of spreading syphilis.  
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government-endorsed emancipation, European Jewish councils “at-
tempted to reclaim their lost powers by focusing on Jewish rituals.”6

Although New York’s Jewish community eagerly adopted American 
democracy, and considered the chief rabbinate a vestige of oligarchic Eu-
rope, by 1873 the Jewish press advocated for religious organization and 
oversight.7 The same month that the Board of Health published their 
investigation of metsitsah be-peh, The Jewish Messenger, in an article titled 
“A Serious Evil,” decried the lack of religious leadership. They lamented 
that despite a population of one hundred thousand, “nobody appears to 
be interested in the religious welfare of the community,” since “any sug-
gestion looking to a united action is frowned upon as savoring of a 
hierarchy.”8 Conscious of the un-American nature of such an institution, 
they claimed that the “Israelites are too free and too intelligent to assume 
a yoke which is inconsistent with American ideas.” However, it contended 
that if “we are honest and desire to appear so in the eyes of the world, 
we must contest to the revival of at least a vestige of authority in our min-
isters and learned men within and without the pale of their respective 
synagogues.” The editors of this Jewish paper sought to unite old-world 
sensibilities with new world realities, and to reaffi rm their allegiance to 
America while still bringing honor to their tradition. 

In contrast to rabbinically endorsed European reform, in 1873 the 
American rabbinate did not adopt a scientifi cally-sound ritual circumci-
sion protocol, and consequently had a dearth of qualifi ed mohalim. In 
fact, in 1871, after stating that “no one has a greater respect than myself 
for all religious observances,” Dr. Charles Russel, New York Health De-
partment’s Chairman of Committee on Diseases, admonished New York 

Additionally, since 1745, the training and supervision of English mohalim has been 
under the auspices of the Court of the Chief Rabbi’s Initiation Society of Great Brit-
ain. They provide a list of certifi ed mohalim to assure parents of their mohel’s creden-
tials. Thus, while English mohalim received appropriate medical, ethical, and religious 
guidance and supervision, their American counterparts lacked a regulating body, and 
when calamities occurred, no single organization was responsible or equipped to re-
spond. 

6 Robin Judd, “Circumcision and Modern Jewish Life: A German Case Study, 
1843-1914” The Covenant of Circumcision, ed. Elizabeth Wyner Mark, 
Hanover, NH: Brandeis University Press, 2003, pgs. 142-155.

7 Similarly, in Three Years In America (1859-1862), (New York: Ayer Publishing, 
1975), p. 82, Israel Joseph Benjamin described his visit to America a de cade before 
the 1873 outbreak. He described a country with more than two hundred Orthodox 
synagogues, but only three learned rabbis.  

8 Samuel Myer Isaacs, “A Serious Evil,” Jewish Messenger, June 6, 1873, 
p. 4. 
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Jewry for not being vigilant in the training of mohalim.9 Specifi cally, Russel 
reported that, “Numerous unskilled and unscrupulous persons have 
taken to performing this operation among the poor Jews,” and wrote “to 
beg that you call attention of those having authority in your denomina-
tion to so unwarrantable a sacrifi ce of human life.”10 Ultimately, Russel’s 
words fell on deaf ears, since two years later when listening to Taylor pres-
ent his fi ndings, Russel reiterated that “malpractice [is] common among 
the poorer Jews” due to “a class of ignorant and clumsy operators who 
make a special business of circumcision.”11 Upon immigrating to the 
goldene medina, Jewish parents in 1873 left a country of skilled and well-
monitored mohalim, to enter a religious wasteland with a dearth of prop-
erly trained mohalim. 

As the spirit of the Enlightenment breached the walls of the Jewish 
ghetto, and European Jews embraced culture and science, the perception 
of religion in general, and circumcision and metsitsah be-peh in particular, 
also changed on a scale which dwarfed any philosophical acculturation 
amongst American Jewry. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
when Central European Jewry gained entrance to universities, newly 
trained Jewish physicians and scientists, adopted “the aesthetic tastes and 
values of the non-Jewish environment,” and viewed metsitsah be-peh as 
aesthetically repulsive and contradictory to modern medical sensibilities.12 
Nineteenth century Central European medicine was on the vanguard of 
microbiology and infectious disease research, and by 1873, European 
physicians had adopted germ theory, leading Jewish physicians to warn of 
the dangers posed by metsitsah be-peh.13 Consequently, German Jewry 
sought to incorporate modern medicine into the rite of circumcision to 
differentiate themselves from their backwater Eastern European breth-
ren.14 However, prior to 1880, most American physicians still embraced 
the “the miasma theory, which equated infection with atmospheric 

9 Charles Weiss, “A Worldwide Survey of the Current Practice of Milah (Ritual 
Circumcision),” Jewish Social Studies 24, no. 1 (January 1962), p. 33.

10 Ibid., p. 32.
11 Taylor, p. 581.
12 Jacob Katz, Divine Law in Human Hands: Case Studies in Halakhic Flexibility, 

Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1998, p. 364.
13 In 1845 Gideon Brecher warned Germany Jewry that venereal disease can be 

spread through metsitsah be-peh. For an explanation of his methodology, see this au-
thor’s thesis, “Metsitsah Be-peh and Nineteenth Century New York: An Analysis of the 
1873 New York Board of Health Investigation of Ritual Circumcision,” BA Disserta-
tion, Yeshiva College, 2011. 

14 John M. Efron, Medicine and the German Jews, New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2001, p. 189.
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impurity.”15 Due to the infl uence of miasma theory, nineteenth century 
American public health offi cials limited the scope of their attention to 
ventilation, sewage, and food preparation. 

Consistent with the European focus on hygiene and consolidation of 
autonomy by federal governments, nineteenth century European govern-
ments mandated hygienic standards for ritual circumcision. As early as 
1799, the Prussian government mandated that only physician-certifi ed, 
government-appointed mohalim could practice.16 Twenty-six years later, 
the Hamburg municipality adopted the same laws, and added that the 
mohel must be “an upstanding citizen of good character.”17 This “good 
character” addendum was intended to prevent impious mohalim from 
transmitting sexually transmitted diseases.18 Despite the extensive gov-
ernment oversight in Europe, by 1873 Americans had not proposed em-
ploying medico-legal oversight to ritual circumcision.19

THE TAYLOR REPORT AND ITS RECEPTION

At the outset, Taylor was skeptical of an outbreak of syphilis amongst 
infants, since he conceded that “recorded cases of primary syphilitic le-
sions of the genital organs of the infant are as yet so few in number.”20 In 
truth, this limited knowledge was not unique to the pediatric population, 
since in 1873 American public health offi cials abstained from “applying 
quarantine or disinfection measures” to stymie the spread of syphilis be-
cause “the prevailing social mores prohibited any public effort.”21 This 
policy promulgated the notion that “the sexual character of these infec-
tions cast them beyond the pale; they were considered the wages of sin, 
and the fact that there were innocent victims was simply disregarded.”22 

15 Nancy Tomes, “The private side of public health: sanitary science, domestic hy-
giene, and the germ theory, 1870-1900,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 64, no. 4 
(Winter 1990), p. 514.

16 Joseph H. Bloom, Brith Olam. New York: Futuro Press, 1950, p. 26.
17 Judd, p. 151.
18 Sander L. Gilman, Freud, race, and gender. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1993, p. 66.
19 Only in the 1890s was such legislation proposed. See R. Hochlerner, “Circumci-

sion- Do We Need Legislation For It,” Medical Record 26, no. 22 (December 1894), 
p. 702.

20 RW Taylor, “On the Question of the Transmission of Syphilitic Contagion in the 
Rite of Circumcision.” New York Medical Journal, December 1873, p. 567.

21  John Duffy, A History of Public Health in New York City 1886-1966, New York: 
Russel Sage Foundation, 1974, p. 166.

22 Ibid. 
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To determine the causes of death, Taylor started by fi nding the shared 
features of each patient. Taylor found that “after circumcision by a He-
brew named H” the four infants shared similar symptoms along the inci-
sion, and the parents of all four infants were not syphilitic.23 

Taylor was familiar with reported outbreaks of syphilis following 
metsitsah be-peh, and understood that if the mohel had any lesions or ex-
coriations in his throat or mouth, then he could have imparted the disease 
while applying metsitsah be-peh. H was an experienced, elderly, mohel who 
by his own account had performed three thousand circumcisions. He 
conceded that while he once did metsitsah be-peh with some regularity, he 
now seldom performed the rite. However, the mohel admitted “that dur-
ing the four months in question, he had performed the rite eight times, 
inclusive of the cases under consideration.”24 By the mohel’s account, at 
least two of the other four infants were asymptomatic and otherwise 
healthy. Taylor thoroughly examined H and obtained a detailed medical 
history to determine whether he could have imparted syphilis. Taylor 
concluded that H was free of venereal diseases and was unable to con-
clude that the mohel transmitted a particular illness.25 

Although Taylor exonerated the mohel, he recognized that metsitsah 
be-peh introduces a heightened risk of communicating disease, and em-
phatically called for its abolishment. After warning of the risks posed by 
metsitsah be-peh, Taylor advocated for the “removal of the privilege to 
perform the rite from the hands of the non-professionals who now so 
largely perform it,” and to instead designate “a delegation of responsible 
and educated persons” who are adept in surgical hygiene and technique 
to perform circumcision.26 

The modern day reader might question whether Taylor harbored dis-
dain for the Jewish community, which would have prompted its represen-
tatives to decry injustice in misrepresentation. Specifi cally, on numerous 
occurrences Taylor refers to the Jews as “a low and ignorant class of 

23 Taylor, p. 563.
24 Ibid., p. 576.
25 In 1873, without the knowledge of Treponema pallidum (the causative agent of 

syphilis), New York physicians did not isolate the bacteria for diagnostic purposes, and 
syphilis was the “presumptive diagnosis of many genital lesions.” Therefore in “Metz-
itzah be-peh: A Medical Historical Note,” AOJS Intercom xxv, no. 3 (Fall 2005), pgs. 
1-2, Dr. Edward Reichman postulated that these infants, as well as the many others in 
Europe who succumbed to metsitsah be-peh- related illnesses, might have contracted 
other diseases besides for syphilis.   In light of the twenty-fi rst century outbreak, 
Reichman suggested that the infants contracted herpes simplex virus, which would 
absolve the mohalim of the accusation of promiscuousness.

26 Taylor, p. 580.
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people,” and even speculates that their tendencies to be “careless, un-
cleanly, and even fi lthy” contributed to the spread of disease.27 In truth, 
Taylor’s depictions were consistent with the medical establishment’s con-
ception of immigrants, and he might have been more sensitive and empa-
thetic than his peers. For instance, in 1874, one leading New York health 
offi cial, referred to the tenement residents as “troglodytes, living like 
moles and bats in the dark, poisoning the atmosphere around, and suck-
ing the life-blood of the people.”28 Additionally, he maligned these resi-
dents by claiming that “such surroundings obtund and destroy human 
sensibilities” so they “become an easy prey to the sensual excitements of 
alcohol and other debasing agencies and infl uences.” 

In fact, it was these tenements that Taylor visited to examine the ill 
infants. Specifi cally, seven month old Wolf Harris, who fell ill shortly after 
circumcision, lived in the heart of the tenements on 65 Mott Street. Sit-
ting just south of Canal Street, the seven-story walk-up built in 1824, 
claims to be the fi rst building built to serve as a tenement house.29 With 
scores of families crowded into the 2,450 square-foot property’s thirty-
six two-bedroom apartments, 65 Mott Street served as an icon and 
“living monument to the evils of the tenement system.”30 Thus, even the 
most dispassionate visitor in 1873 would have felt compelled to note the 
neighborhood’s unsanitary conditions, and would have been repulsed by 
65 Mott Street, “the crowning glory of tenement houses,” which in the 
1880s The Times likened to “a wart growing on the top of a festering 
sore.’’31 

Moreover, any grievances against Taylor concerning his potential bi-
ases should be neutralized by his balanced and conciliatory tone. For in-
stance, throughout his illustration of metsitsah be-peh, Taylor never adopts 
a sensationalist approach like the European physicians who routinely 
called it an unsightly rite, which “affronts the eye of the expert as it does 
the emotions of the layman.”32 Moreover, Taylor also emphasizes that 
metsitsah be-peh was not ubiquitous, but was “nearly obsolete” even 
among “the lower classes of Jews.”33 By differentiating between “the 
lower orders” and “the higher classes of Jews,” Taylor attempts to couch 

27 Ibid., pgs. 563, 570.
28 A.N. Bell, “The Waste of Life,” Sanitarian II, no. 4 (July 1874), p. 147.
29 Tyler Anbinder, Five Points, Simon and Schuster: New York, 2001, p. 81.
30 Ibid. 
31 “Plumber and Sanitary Engineer,” Times, March 22, 1880, quoted in Anbinder, 

p. 81. 
32 Kochbe Jizchak 1, no. 1 (1845), p. 38, quoted in Katz, p. 362.
33 Taylor, p. 573.
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his argument not in religious, but in socioeconomic terms. Lastly, after 
calling for a reform of Jewish practice, Taylor expressed his hope that 
such investigations would “render a rite, which has useful sanitary bear-
ings, less liable to fall into disrepute among those upon which it is 
obligatory”.34 Thus, while some of Taylor’s rhetoric would initially seem 
acrimonious, by placing the investigation in its historical context, any 
malice dissipates and Taylor remains a reliable and credible authority. 

While Taylor repeatedly refers to the state of affairs in the Jewish 
community, he never indicates that he consulted its leaders or authorities. 
In fact, the only representative he reports to have met was the mohel who 
complied with the investigation. Therefore, we must seek other sources 
to assess how the Jewish community responded, and determine who 
could have represented the community in 1873. 

After news reached communal leaders that the Board of Health in-
vestigated milah, one would expect rabbinic leaders to have responded. 
Starting in the 1850s, Eastern European rabbis immigrated to America 
and “attracted their own committed coteries.”35 By 1873, one of these 
initial pioneers, R. Abraham Ash (1821-1887), led the Lower East Side’s 
fi rst Russian synagogue, Beth Hamedrash Hagadol. As the fi rst alleged 
East European rabbi in the United States, R. Ash would have been in-
formed of the Board of Health’s investigation.36 R. Judah Mittelman, 
the rabbi of a splinter faction of R. Ash’s synagogue was another leader 
who may have responded to the case. R. Mittelman’s colleague – and at 
times foe – R. Moses Aaronsohn, was another Eastern European-trained 
Lower East Side rabbi who would have been consulted in deference to 
his erudition.37 In America, R. Aaronsohn assisted in adjudicating 
halakha, and his published responsa from this period were the fi rst col-
lection of American responsa.38 However, in 1873 R. Aaronsohn was 

34 Ibid.,582. Taylor had a positive disposition towards circumcision in general as he 
concedes that it “has useful sanitary bearings.” Some of Taylor’s colleagues advocated 
for circumcision and attributed various, and even mysterious, homeopathic-like rem-
edies to it. 

35 Jeffrey Gurock, Orthodox Jews in America, Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 2009, p. 56

36 Jacob Rader Marcus, United States Jewry, 1776-1985, Volume 1., Detroit:Wayne 
State University Press, 1989, p.  341. 

37 Jeffrey Gurock, “Resisters and Accommodators: Varieties of Orthodox Rabbis in 
America, 1886-1983,” American Jewish Archives (November, 1983), p. 165. Gurock 
quotes a nineteenth century Hebrew journalist who claimed that R. Aaronsohn was, 
“the fi rst Orthodox rabbi in America with the exception of Rabbi Abraham Joseph 
Ash.”   

38 Peter Wiernik, History of the Jews in America: from the period of the discovery of the 
New World to the present time, New York: The Jewish Press Publishing Company, 
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embroiled in a confl ict with Rabbis Ash and Mittelman concerning the 
kashrut of California wine, and perhaps these tensions eclipsed the metsit-
sah controversy.39 

During the mid-to-late nineteenth century, Eastern-European trained 
American rabbis routinely consulted their mentors in Europe to decide 
intricate as well as ambiguous halakhic and social policy decisions.40 These 
rabbis also appealed to Western European rabbis who retained clout 
amongst American congregants. Yet neither the remaining sermons nor 
correspondences indicate whether these rabbis contended with the 1873 
investigation.

Ultimately, the Jewish press was responsible for sounding the clarion 
call for reform and oversight of circumcision. The Jewish Messenger stood 
out from other contemporaneous English Jewish periodicals, as it publi-
cized the investigation by publishing three opinion articles regarding the 
investigation.

Founded by Samuel Myer Isaacs in 1857, The Jewish Messenger was a 
major Anglo-Jewish newspaper which represented the orthodox, anti-
reform perspectives of its founder.41 Isaacs’ impeccable command of Eng-
lish made him an infl uential preacher amongst American Jews.42 In his 
obituary, The Jewish Messenger remembered Isaacs as a “vigorous de-
fender of Orthodoxy” who was “Sensitive to every assault on the ancient 
citadel of our Faith, he was the ever valiant and chivalric champion of 
Judaism, ready to do battle in the sacred cause.”43 The Jewish Messenger 
refl ected Isaacs’ “penchant for moralizing” and defending traditional 
Judaism, and therefore the articles he opined refl ect the views of the 
traditional American Jewish constituency.44 

1912, p. 406. Although R. Aaronsohn discusses communal issues, such as slaughter-
ing of kosher animals and synagogue protocol, he does not mention circumcision or 
metsitsah.  

39 Moshe D. Sherman, Orthodox Judaism in America: a biographical dictionary 
and sourcebook, Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1996, p. 13.

40  Sherman, Struggle, p. 67. This system reached its apex in the 1850s, but logistics 
and differences in cultures made this an ineffi cient method for determining commu-
nal policy.  

41 Melvin Urofsky, American Zionism From Herzl to the Holocaust, Lincoln, NB: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1995, p. 47;  Naomi W Cohen, What the Rabbis Said, 
New York: New York University Press, 2008, p. 54.

42 Sherman, Orthodox Judaism, p. 104.
43 “Samuel Myer Isaacs: A Tribute of Regard,” Jewish Messenger, May 24, 1878, 

p. 4.
44 Cohen, p. 118. The two other major American Anglo-Jewish periodicals of the 

era, Occident and Israelite, were also founded by infl uential rabbis of different persua-
sions, Isaac Lesser and Isaac Mayer Wise, respectively. 
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In the week following the publication of the Board of Health’s inves-
tigation, The Messenger did not report the deaths or the investigation. 
Additionally, based on The Messenger’s later response, it appears that in 
the interim, representatives of the Jewish community did not publish a 
response to the report. However, two weeks after the publication of the 
investigation, Isaacs penned a scathing article titled “Religious Wrongs,” 
where he berated the Jewish leadership for their negligence. Specifi cally, 
the circumcision fi asco was ensconced in the ensuing debate regarding 
the unsatisfactory supervision and qualifi cation of kosher butchers and 
meat. When turning his attention from the kashrut debacle to metsitsah 
be-peh, Isaacs deemed the Board of Health’s fi ndings “concerning the rite 
of circumcision by incompetent persons- men of doubtful moral charac-
ter, and of certain lack of knowledge” a “scandal,” which “ought to rouse 
our ministers and our congregations.”45 Moreover, Isaacs wrote that in 
comparison to the unscrupulous butchers, the circumcision scandal is a 
“more serious evil” and besmirches Judaism, since “men of dubious char-
acter dare to offi ciate at the solemn, important, and ancient ceremonial 
which has tended to preserve the purity of the race.” Isaacs proceeds to 
refer to “the performance of the sacred rite by persons unfi t to offi ciate” 
as a “shameful evil,” and a “well founded charge of hypocrisy.” Although 
Taylor exonerated the mohel of communicating a venereal disease, by em-
phasizing the mohel’s “dubious” and “doubtful moral character,” The 
Messenger insinuates that the mohel transmitted a venereal disease as a re-
sult of an alleged licentious lifestyle. Additionally, after not providing a 
tempered expose of the investigation, and instead publishing a scathing 
op-ed, the conservative Messenger did not assess the investigation’s valid-
ity and conclusions, and rather resorted to admonishing the ecclesiastic 
leadership. As this fi asco followed the ensuing kashrut controversy, the 
Board of Health inquiry provided the press with another example of the 
communal leadership’s negligence. 

After three weeks elapsed from the release of the Board of Health’s 
report, The Jewish Messenger returned to scolding its readers for their apa-
thy, and its leaders for the anarchy. Isaacs considered the circumcision 
misconduct to be symptomatic of an inept leadership. He appealed to his 
conservative readers’ sense of tradition by exclaiming how a traditional 
European observer would be shocked to fi nd that “there exists no body 
having the power, the right, or even the infl uence, to watch over or to 

45 Samuel Myer Isaacs, “Religious Wrongs,” Jewish Messenger, June 20, 1873, 
p. 4.
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supervise all that tends to the purity of Israel’s race.”46 Moreover, The 
Messenger claimed that a traditional onlooker would bellow, “No one ap-
pointed to look after Israel’s religious mission?” In two consecutive weeks, 
Isaacs lamented the compromise on the “purity of Israel’s race,” again 
alluding to the alleged moral degradation of mohalim. In his second opin-
ion article on the topic, Isaac declaims that “we religiously act as in the 
period of the Judges, every one doing what is right in his own eyes,” with 
“no one to correct their doings, even when they are in defi ance of our 
religious code.” 

After berating communal leaders for their reticence, Isaacs lambasted 
them for remaining on summer vacation instead of refraining from con-
fronting the pressing issue. In “Congregation’s Duty,” Isaacs repeats that 
“our County Medical Society has been called to the evil consequences of 
the rite of circumcision performed by incompetent and improper per-
sons,” and then proceeds to provide solutions.47 Aware that New York 
Jewry remained incapable of forming a united representative board from 
its “thirty Jewish republics, as each congregation may be termed,” Isaac 
turns his attention to each congregation.48 Specifi cally, since “The life and 
happiness of very many is imperiled by neglect to inform the public who 
are to be trusted as offi ciants,” Isaacs suggests that each congregation 
notify congregants of worthy mohalim “whom the trustees cheerfully rec-
ommend.” Additionally, he proposes that congregations designate an of-
fi cial mohel to ensure safety and uniformity. This fi nal article served as 
Isaacs’s appeal to his colleagues to “save children from [the] danger [of] 
attending an unskillful operation by a person unfi t and unworthy.” Al-
though The Messenger repeatedly appealed to communal leaders to ad-
dress the lack of religious supervision which led to the alleged malpractice 
of circumcision, no subsequent newspaper reports indicate whether 
the Jewish community issued statements or policies in response to the 
investigation. 

Even though The Jewish Messenger assumed the mantle of leader-
ship and rallied for reform, questions remain about the Jewish re-
sponse. Specifi cally, why did other periodicals not respond, and why 
did The Messenger unfl inchingly accept the Board of Health’s discount-
ed hypotheses? Placing the report and subsequent responses in its his-
torical context, and recognizing the small size of the Jewish population 

46 Samuel Myer Isaacs, ed. “Religious Supervision.” Jewish Messenger, June 27, 
1873, p. 4

47 Samuel Myer Isaacs, ed. “Congregation’s Duty.” Jewish Messenger, June 27, 
1873, p. 4.

48 Samuel Myer Isaacs ed. “Religious Supervision.”
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and its ineffectual leadership, explains the Jewish community’s inept 
response. 

Within two decades of the 1873 investigation, the population of New 
York Jewry increased tremendously. Traditionally, historians mark the 
year 1881 as the watershed moment in Eastern European Jewish immi-
gration to America, corresponding to the assassination of Tsar Alexander 
II and the ensuing pogroms, which prompted waves of Jews to seek ref-
uge in the America.49 From 1881 until the start of World War I in 1914, 
two million Eastern European Jews immigrated to the United States.50 
Thus, from an estimated population of 260,000 Jews nationally in 1880, 
by the end of the subsequent infl ux of immigrants in 1920, nearly 3.5 
million Jews resided in America.51 Throughout this era, most of these im-
migrants’ port of entry was Ellis Island, and many settled in New York. 
Even before the twentieth century, physicians recognized that an assess-
ment of the 1873 outbreak must be considered in light of this demo-
graphic shift. For instance, in 1895 one Lower East Side Jewish physician 
reviewed Taylor’s 1873 report and concluded that “mortality of infants 
following circumcision twenty-two years ago, was small in comparison 
with that, commencing in 1881, when the Hebrew population of New 
York City began to increase greatly.”52 

During this epochal immigration of Eastern European Jews, New 
York’s established Jewish aristocracy felt compelled to affi rm their patrio-
tism and cultural superiority in response to the infl ux of their provincial 
and uncouth coreligionists, leading to the notorious schism between 
“uptown” and “downtown” Jews.53 By deriding Yiddish as “piggish jar-
gon,” and denouncing immigrant clothing and religion, uptown Jews 
sought to affi rm themselves by ridiculing the trappings of, in the words 
of The American Israelite, “Polish riff-raff.”54 In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, uptown Jews expressed their contempt for 
their “gruff-mannered Eastern Europeans” in their German and English 
periodicals.55 In particular, The American Hebrew – the successor to the 
once conservative Jewish Messenger – as well as The Hebrew Standard 

49 Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004, 
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50 Ibid., 151. 
51 Ibid., 375. 
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vociferously promulgated these chauvinistic myths.56 For example, in 
1894 The Hebrew Standard noted that “the thoroughly acclimated 
American Jew” often “has no religious, social or intellectual sympathies 
with them. He is closer to the Christian sentiment around him than to 
the Judaism of these miserable darkened Hebrews.”57 Upwardly-mobile 
Jews felt threatened by the “barbaric vestiges of the Middle Ages, un-
suited for American society.”58 

However, at the time of Taylor’s inquiry, “disparities had been less 
marked and less consequential,” so the established New York Jewish com-
munity was not threatened by swarms of Eastern European immigrants 
who would undermine their upward mobility and acculturation.59 There-
fore, in 1873 the Anglo-Jewish newspapers did not attempt to dissociate 
themselves from the vulnerable community, and did not denigrate or de-
monize Jewish rite and ritual. Additionally, The Messenger’s 1873 cover-
age indicates that the diminutive and unorganized Jewish community 
lacked the confi dence to question governmental investigations. However, 
by 1894 after New York Jewry had matured, some Jewish physicians pub-
lically criticized the hygiene of mohalim, prompting one defender of the 
rite to assert that circumcision had become “the bete noire of our progres-
sive Hebrew physicians imbued with the spirit of Listerism.”60 

LEGACY

Despite the Board of Health’s involvement and recommendation to self-
legislate, by failing to monitor circumcision, the Jewish community lost 
an opportunity to address metsitsah be-peh, and in turn, questions regard-
ing circumcision regulation continued to percolate in the ensuing years.61 
Studying the 1873 investigation and its repercussions over a century later, 
one appreciates how its reception differed greatly from that of the 2005 
outbreak. In the twenty-fi rst century, organized representatives from each 
sub-section of Judaism responded to the New York Department of 
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Health’s inquiry. Moreover, politically active Orthodox groups responded 
with press releases and advertisements.62 The passionate responses of the 
haredi press indicate that in the twenty-fi rst century, American Jews live 
with confi dence and self-assurance. In 1873, one would never have heard 
Jewish writers deride their host country and proclaim, “Will we become 
like our Russian brethren in the past century who were forced under the 
Communists to conduct sacred bris[im] in underground bunkers with 
sentries standing guard?”63 Additionally, in 1873 the Jewish community 
lacked the tenacious leaders who would audaciously declare to the mayor, 
“The Orthodox Jewish community will continue the practice that has 
been practiced for over 5,000 years. We do not change. And we will not 
change.”64 This aplomb is a testimony to modern Jewry’s shedding of its 
reticence while adapting to America. Together, the 1873 and 2005 out-
breaks and responses by the respective Jewish communities, tell the story 
of American Jewry’s reconciliation of tradition with scientifi c inquiry and 
American democracy.
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