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Overview
The year 1782 was a difficult one. The six-year-old 
United States was fighting a war with Britain. The 
new nation was in the middle of a financial crisis. 
The newly formed government was investing 
every penny it had to fight a war against Britain. 
While the battlefield exploits of men like George 
Washington and Ethan Allen are often credited 
with the Colonies’ victory in the war, the financial 
genius of men like Alexander Hamilton and Robert 
Morris enabled the Colonies to pay for the war. 
They helped to find the money the new republic 
needed. While Hamilton and Morris deserve much 

credit, it was actually less-famous businessmen who 
kept the Continental Congress and the Continental 
Army afloat. They paid for the new country’s birth. 
Haym Solomon, an immigrant from Poland, was one 
of these men. He was a poor immigrant who arrived 
in the Colonies late in his life with nothing but the 

clothes on his back. Salomon built up his worth and 
his reputation but sacrificed both for the cause of liberty.

The Times
The American Revolution was a turning point in Jewish history. It created 
the first nation in the world that gave freedom of religion and stated that 
“All men are created equal.” The same promise of religious freedom that 
drew Puritans, Quakers, and Catholics to the “New World” also brought a 
number of Jews.

The first Jewish settlers in America were refugees from Holland. Their 
families had fled the Spanish Inquisition and had become members of the 
Jewish community in Amsterdam. They then moved to Recife, Brazil, in 
search of religious freedom and economic opportunity. Recife was a Dutch 
colony. In 1654 the Portuguese conquered Recife. The Jews there, fearing 
the coming of the Inquisition that had expelled other Jews from Portugal, 
boarded a ship and traveled to the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam. 
There they experienced some persecution but endured the hardships. In 
1730 the British took over New Amsterdam and renamed it New York. The 
New York Jews built the first synagogue in the New World, Shearith Israel, 
on Mill Street.
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Jewish communities sprang up all over the Colonies. Most of these were in 
colonial cities where Jews enjoyed equal rights. The founders of Rhode Island 
disagreed with the strict Puritanical rules of the neighboring Massachusetts Bay 
Colony. They were especially friendly to all religious groups. In 1763 the Jewish 
community in Newport built the Yeshuat Yisrael synagogue. The building is 
now called the Touro Synagogue. It was named after a founding family. It is 

the oldest American synagogue still in use. Jewish 
communities were founded in many cities, including 
Savannah, Charleston, and Philadelphia.

By the time that the Continental Congress declared 
the Colonies independent from England on July 4, 
1776, Jews had become respected members of society.

Haym Salomon’s Story
Haym Salomon’s birth date and his place of birth 
are unknown. We think that he was born in Lissa, 
Poland, around 1740. There are two reasons Salomon 
may have left Poland. First, the partition of Poland in 
the 1760s left Polish Jews feeling insecure about their 
place in society. They were worried about persecution 
at the hands of new rulers. The second reason was 
entirely economic. The General Confederacy that 
had control over Lissa began taxing the Jewish 
community.

This much we know about Salomon’s early life. He 
was born to a religious family and received education 
in Torah and Talmud. He left Poland in his early 
20s and traveled throughout Europe. By the time 
he arrived in the Colonies (probably in 1772) he 
was fluent in German and Polish and had a working 
knowledge of English, Russian, Hebrew, Italian, and 

Yiddish. During his travels Salomon became well versed in the workings of the 
Western European business world.

When Haym Salomon set foot on American soil he began to build a life for 
himself in New York. He learned English and joined the Jewish community. 
He became a member of Shearith Israel on Mill Street. Salomon opened up a 
brokerage office on Broad Street. The Polish immigrant and European traveler 
was becoming an American. In 1772 Haym joined a secret underground society 
called The Sons of Liberty.

The American Colonies in 1772 were not a good place. The British imposed 
heavy taxes on American merchants. They captured Colonial ships and forced 
the sailors into the British navy. They imprisoned colonists who spoke out 
against British rule and tortured many whom they suspected of being on the 
side of revolution.
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In 1776 things began to happen. In June Virginia delegate Richard 
Henry Lee proposed to the Continental Congress “that these 
United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent 
States.” In that same month Salomon requested permission 
to sell provisions to the Continental soldiers stationed in Fort 
Ticonderoga in upper New York State. The official who handled 
the request, Leonard Gansevoort, wrote to one of the commanding 
officers at the fort. He said, “Salomon had hitherto sustained the 
character of being warmly attached to America.”

In 1776, when he asked to provide the Continental soldiers of Fort 
Ticonderoga with supplies, Salomon had two disadvantages: (1) 
He was a Jew, and that made him a “second-class citizen” in many 
colonies. (2) He was an American patriot, and he made the British 
suspicious of his every move.

The British had made New York the center of their anti-
revolutionary efforts in the colonies. There were on the lookout 
for colonial sympathizers. The Jews of the Shearith Israel had all 
supported the revolutionary cause. They began to leave New York 
quickly.

On September 22 Salomon, who was by this time was a known 
member of the Sons of Liberty, was arrested as a spy by the 
British. However, he was soon released. The British figured that 
Salomon’s knowledge of German could help them communicate 
with foreign mercenaries and merchants. The British had hired 
a large army of Hessians, German-speaking soldiers, and had 
trouble communicating with them. British military officials hoped 
that Salomon could help. They released him from prison on the 
condition that he serve as a translator.

In the middle of this adventure Salomon began a family. On July 
6, 1777, he married fifteen-year-old Rachel Franks. Rachel’s father, 
Moses Benjamin Franks, was a well-known merchant in New York 
and a respected member of Shearith Israel. Even though he was 
becoming a family man, Haym continued his dangerous lifestyle. 
After his release from prison he began helping other prisoners to 
escape. When the British used him to translate for the Hessian 
mercenaries, Salomon used his German to tell the Hessians to 
desert and offered them money or land.

By 1778 the British began to arrest more revolutionaries. They set 
fire to a number of businesses whose owners were suspected of 
working against the Crown. Salomon, worried about his family’s 
safety, fled to Philadelphia with his wife and his two children, 
Ezekiel and Deborah. Philadelphia was the unofficial headquarters 
of the revolution. The Continental Congress was located there. 

The Famous 
Franks Family
Haym Salomon married into a famous 
family that played important roles in 
the early days of the United States.

• His brother-in-law, Isaac Franks, 
served in the Continental Army. In 
1776 he joined the Continental 
regiment stationed on Long Island, 
commanded by Colonel Lasher. He 
later served as an ensign under the 
Seventh Massachuses regiment, 
and near the end of the war George 
Washington took him on his staff as 
an aide with the rank of lieutenant 
colonel.

• Rachel Franks’ great-uncle and 
grandfather, David and Moses 
Franks, arranged the transportation 
of a large bell from England to 
Pennsylvania on a ship they owned 
called the Myrtilla. The bell, which rang 
from Independence Hall in 1776 
and hung from the belfry of several 
churches in the Philadelphia area 
before it cracked in 1846, later 
became known as the Liberty Bell.

• Rachel’s cousin, David Salisbury 
Franks, fought for the Continental 
army in Albany and Philadelphia. He 
was held captive in Montreal during 
the French and Indian War but 
escaped and joined the revolutionary 
cause in Albany and Philadelphia.
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The city served as the central meeting place of the Continental armies. Most 
of the Jews living there joined the war effort by becoming soldiers. Salomon 
tried to become a soldier, but the Continental Congress asked him to use 
instead his financial skills to help the republic. Haym set up his brokerage 
house on Front Street and offered his services to the French government. The 
French were allied with the Americans. They needed a broker in Philadelphia 
to help them transfer money to the Continental Congress. Salomon became 
their broker. All the French funds that came to America went through him. He 
represented their business interests in the Colonies.

In addition to his work for the French, Salomon became a trusted employee 
and business associate of Robert Morris, the Superintendent of Finance 
for the Continental Congress. Haym sold subsidies to France, Spain, and 
Holland. He bought food and supplies for the army. He was in charge of 
selling off all the property seized by the army from the British. He managed 
General Washington’s military budget. For all this work Salomon took no 
commission. Morris’ diary contains several entries in which he explains how 
he solved a crisis by enlisting the help of “Salomon, the Jew broker on Front 
Street.”
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Mikveh Israel Synagogue in 
Philadelphia, PA

Mikveh Israel, “The Hope 
of Israel,” was founded in 
1740. It was a combination 
of Spanish-Portuguese 
Jewish ritual and the ongoing 
development of the American 
Jewish community. 
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Despite his financial genius, Haym had little personal wealth. Nearly 
all the money he made went to two places: the building fund of the 
new synagogue in Philadelphia, Mikveh Israel and “loans” to members 
of Congress, for which he was never repaid. When the congregation 
built their synagogue, which is still in use, Salomon was the largest 
benefactor. Haym’s ledger containing the names of people to whom he 
loaned money included the names of several of the nation’s founding 
fathers. On the list were future presidents Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson, and James Madison. Members of Congress were not paid 
for their service to Congress, and most of them were in dire financial 
straits in the 1770s. 
They knew that if they 
were in financial need 
they could go to their 
“Jew friend on Front 
Street,” as Washington 
called him in his 
journal.

Despite his reputation 
and his generous 
service to his country, 
Salomon died young, 
leaving his wife and 
four children with 
nothing. He had given 
all of his wealth to his 
country and to the 
Jewish community. 
The money Haym 
“loaned” to Congress 
and too many of its 
members was never 
repaid. After his death 
in 1785 his son Haym 
M. Salomon asked 
Congress to recognize 
the efforts of his father and to repay the family the money they were 
owed. The money was never repaid, but Congress recognized the 
contribution of the Jewish patriot3

A report from a committee of the 29th Congress of the United States 
of America reads: “The committee…are induced to consider Haym 
Salomon as one of the truest and most efficient friends of the country 
in a very critical period of its history…He seems to have trusted 
implicitly in the national honor…”

Questions
1. Why do you think Haym 

Salomon chose to make 
his home in the American 
colonies? 

2. Why do you think that 
Salomon chose to take 
risks and make significant 
sacrifices for the United 
States?

3. Many American Jews of this 
period married non-Jewish 
men and women because it 
was either (a) easier or (b) a 
good way of increasing “social 
status.” Those who have 
studied Haym Salomon’s 
life believe that he married 
Rachel Franks just because 
she was Jewish. Salomon 
was not a particularly 
“observant” Jew. What would 
cause someone who was not 
particularly religious to marry 
someone because of her 
faith?

4. American Jews in the 1770s 
were not always considered 
equal members of society. In 
most colonies they could not 
vote or own land. In others 
they were not allowed to do 
business. Why do you think 
so many Jews fought for 
American independence?
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The Myth of Haym Salomon
Though Salomon may be a “forgotten” hero, he is 
well remembered by American Jews. In American 
history, sometimes myths or legends—stories about 
people that are not necessarily true have important 
lessons to teach. Sometimes they become better 
known than real history. 

Two examples are:

• George Washington not lying 
about chopping down the 
cherry tree.

• “Honest” Abe Lincoln 
walking many miles to 
return a penny to a forgetful 
person.

There are two “myths” told 
about Haym Salomon.

Haym Salomon’s Act of 
tzedakah on Yom Kippur: During 
the Revolutionary War Salomon and the 
Jews of Philadelphia worshipped at Mikveh Israel. 
One Yom Kippur a man on horseback rode up to 
the building, dismounted his horse, and without 
knocking entered the synagogue, disrupting one of 
the most solemn services of the Jewish year.

“I am a messenger from General Washington,” he 
announced. “Is Haym Salomon here?”

Salomon rose, approached the courier, and took 
from him a letter from the general. He read it and 
said to the man softly, “Tell General Washington 
that his appeal shall not be in vain.”

The messenger departed as quickly as he entered. 
Salomon addressed the congregation.

“The general is in urgent need of $200,000,” he 
announced. He then pledged his entire fortune to 
the cause and urged his fellow congregants to do 
the same. The amount was raised, and the Jews 
returned to praying.

Haym Salomon and the King of France: During 
the Revolutionary War Benjamin Franklin traveled 
to France to ask the king to fund the war effort 

by means of French loans in the amount of five 
million gold livres.

“But who shall guarantee the loans?” Louis XVI, 
worried that it was a shaky financial investment, 
asked Franklin.

“Haym Salomon,” replied Franklin.

“His reputation is enough,” said the king.

The Truth
These stories are almost definitely not 
true. There is no record of Washington 
and Salomon ever communicating by 
courier. When Washington needed 
to get in touch with Salomon he 
visited Haym’s office on Front Street. 
The second story may be based on 

fact—Salomon did put his reputation 
on the line to guarantee loans—but it’s 

doubtful, according to historians, that the 
conversation between Franklin and Louis 

XVI ever took place or that the king even knew 
Salomon’s name.

Questions
1. What value can be learned from the story of 

George Washington and the cherry tree?

_______________________________________

_______________________________________

2. What value can be learned from the story of 
Abraham Lincoln and the penny?

_______________________________________

_______________________________________

3. What value can be learned from the story 
of Haym Salomon’s act of tzedakah on Yom 
Kippur?

_______________________________________

_______________________________________

4. What value can be learned from the story of 
Haym Salomon and the King of France?

_______________________________________

_______________________________________
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Good for the Jews?

We don’t know for sure. What we do 
know is that the real things Salomon 
did were important and worthy of his 
reputation. Read what some people 
had to say about the historically 
accurate Haym Salomon:

[1] President Herbert Hoover 
spoke about Salomon’s role in the 
American Revolution: “The noble and 
disinterested public service of Haym 
Salomon deserve the underlying 
gratitude of all Americans. The aid of 
his financial genius and his wealth 
was of critical importance in the 
Revolutionary struggle which created 
us a nation.”

[2] Arno Penzias, who won the 1978 Nobel Prize for Physics, discussed Haym Salomon’s place in Jewish 
history: “Next to the romantic popular figures of Washington, Lafayette, Pulaski, and von Steuben, the 
name Haym Salomon seemed to be a kind of consolation prize for the Jewish children. Those were the 
days, before the State of Israel was created, when it was taken for granted by everyone (including us, 
I’m afraid) that Jews just didn’t make good soldiers and stood in the background of armed conflicts. 
There were the generals, presumably fighting bravely in battle, and then there was Haym Salomon and 
other Jews, staying at home or in a comfortable bank somewhere, making sure that the money in the till 
matched the money in the ledgers. The ubiquitous, stereotyped money lenders….”

1. Why did Herbert Hoover believe that Haym Salomon was a good role model for Americans?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

2. Why did Arnio Penzias believe that the “myth” of Haym Salomon is a problem for the Jewish people?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

3. Whom do you agree with?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

4. What are some ways that we can celebrate the heroic things  that Haym Solomon did for the United 
States and for the Jewish people and avoid the stereotype of the Jew as moneylender?

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________
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Haym Salomon’s Mitzvot

Match the following mitzvot with actions in Haym Salomon’s life. Write 
the letter next to the action.

A. “Your money you shall not loan for interest.” Leviticus 35:37

B. All Jews are connected, one to the other. Yerushalmi, Hagigah

C. The poor shall be members of your family. Avot 1.5

D. If one has been living in a town for thirty days it is an obligation to 
contribute to the community fund. Yad, Gifts to the Poor, 9:4

E. Justice, and only justice, you shall pursue. Deuteronomy 16:20,

F. You are forbidden to swear by the names of other gods. Exodus 23:13

_____  1. In 1776 the British seized nearly every house of worship in 
New York, including the Mill Street synagogue, and used them 
as storage houses and barracks. A pair of Redcoat soldiers broke 
into the synagogue one night and stole a pair of silver Torah 
decorations and desecrated the ark. Haym used his influence to 
convince the British authorities to withdraw from the synagogue 
(allowing the Jews to worship there again) and informed them of 
the silver theft. The soldiers were punished (by flogging, a typical 
military punishment at the time), and the authorities allowed 
Jews serving in the British and Hessian armies to worship with 
the New York Jews.

_____  2. Salomon donated a lot of money to the synagogues in New 
York and Philadelphia. In recognition of his philanthropy he 
ceremonially laid one of the first bricks for the Mikveh Israel 
building in Philadelphia.

_____  3. Haym loaned money (and was almost never repaid) to 
members of the Continental Congress so they could continue to 
do their jobs.

_____  4. During the war, Haym did much of his business in a 
Philadelphia tavern (a meeting place that was sort of like a 
restaurant). When he was there he often paid for the meals of 
anyone who couldn’t afford food.

_____  5. Haym told Hessian soldiers who were Jewish about the 
synagogue in New York. He invited them to pray there.

_____  6. In Philadelphia there were laws that said that in order to serve 
in a political office, be in the army, or vote, a person needed to 
take an oath that said he believed in Jesus Christ. Haym spoke 
out against the laws and helped get many of them changed.
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Review Questions
1. Why did Haym Salomon come to 

the American colonies?

2. What was the Sons of Liberty? 
Why is it important that 
Salomon was a member of the 
Sons of Liberty?

3. Why did Jews flee New York? 
Why did many of them go to 
Philadelphia?

4. What are some of the things 
that Haym Salomon did for the 
United States?

5. Haym Salomon, Robert Morris, 
and George Washington are 
together part of a statue in 
Chicago. The boom of the 
statute has the following 
inscription, a quotation from a 
leer wrien by Washington: 
“For happily the Government 
of the United States, which 
gives to bigotry no sanction, 
to persecution no assistance, 
requires only that they who live 
under its protection, should 
demean themselves as good 
citizens.” Why do you think the 
people who erected the statue 
chose this quote? What does it 
have to do with Haym Salomon? 
If you were erecting a statue of 
Haym Salomon, what inscription 
would you choose?

Statue of Haym Salomon and Robert 
Morris with George Washington

Whacker Avenue,  Chicago, IL


