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Jewish Agricultural Colonies in America 
 

Stevens Faculty Forum 2/24/10 
 

I.  Idea of Jewish Agricultural Colony - Larry - Do you have a picture of 
a Jewish-American farmer? (Did such a thing ever exist?) 
 
 A.  Jews and farming – Hebrew Bible: tithes, shmitta, Yovel, 
leaving things for poor, Klayim, Tu B’Shevat, Bikurim   
 
 B. When Jews entered Israel a large part of economy was 
agrarian.  
 
 C. Babylonia – two months for study, RSRH glorifies farming 
 
 D.  Changed due to discrimination –  
 
Rabbi Dr. Bernard Drachman (1861 – 1944)  Studied for rabbinate in 
Germany beginning in 1882. Visited relatives in Nordheim – small 
village. They were farmers Writes about high level of Jewish observance 
 
Much of my respect and reverence went to the memory of one who no longer walked 
among the living but whose spirit hovered unseen over Nordheim and whose 
influence, even after his departure from earth, was undoubtedly responsible for the 
profoundly religious sentiment not only of his own descendants but of the entire 
Jewish community of Nordheim and the surrounding country. It was my 
grandfather, the father of my mother and of the Uncle Koppel in whose home I was 
now sojourning, Rabbi Shemayah Stein, affectionately known as Reb Shemayah. He 
had been educated for the rabbinate, but he had never taken it up as a vocation. 
Just when Reb Shemayah had received his semichah, or rabbinical ordination, and 
was also about to become the husband of the Fulda rabbi's daughter, a political 
event occurred, of the highest importance to the Jews of Bavaria. This event, though 
good in itself, destroyed Reb Shemayah's romance and completely changed the 
course of his life.  
 
The medieval laws, which had hitherto prevailed in Bavaria, forbade the ownership 
of land by persons of the Jewish faith. Thus no Jew could be a tiller of the soil. But 
the breath of liberalism had begun to stir in Europe and it reached even the corner 
of Germany in which Reb Shemayah dwelt. The Bavarian Government repealed the 
prohibitory law and announced that henceforth Jews would be permitted   to own 
and till land, the same as all other citizens. It was a truly liberal legislative act, 
actuated by an undeniable humane purpose. Jews, however, were loath to take 
advantage of it. They had been unfamiliar with agriculture for centuries. They 
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therefore hesitated to exchange the commercial pursuits which most of them 
followed for the calling of peasant, which stood in some disrepute, and was deemed 
lower than that of the merchant or the scholar. Not so Reb Shemayah. He 
considered the tilling of the soil the noblest occupation of man, the one most suitable 
to Jews, inasmuch as it had been the chief vocation of ancient Israel as long as they 
dwelt in the Holy Land. When he saw his Jewish brethren hesitating and undecided, 
he resolved to encourage them by himself setting the good example. Accordingly he 
took the inheritance which he had received from his parents and invested it in the 
purchase of a Bauerngut, a peasant estate or farm, in the vicinity of Nordheim, and 
undertook to cultivate it. The result of this action on his part was a double one: he 
was obliged to renounce the rabbinical vocation and also his sweet bride, for the old 
Rabbi of Fulda was conservative and set in his views and averred that no peasant 
should have his daughter. The second renunciation was especially grievous, but Reb 
Shemayah would not surrender his ideals for any earthly consideration and 
submitted in silence. The example of Reb Shemayah worked encouragingly upon his 
coreligionists. Quite a number of them purchased land and tilled it, so that, in a few 
years, a Jewish farmer was no longer a rarity. It cannot be said that Reb Shemayah 
was particularly successful as an agriculturist. This was because, although he held 
no formal rabbinical post, he remained in spirit a religious leader and conceived his 
life activity as fundamentally and mainly a religious one. In the spiritual domain his 
success was boundless. Not only did he imbue his own progeny with profound love 
for the faith of Israel and unswerving loyalty to its precepts but he communicated 
much of his enthusiasm to the Jews of the region in general. Under the influence of 
his inspiring leadership Nordheim, in particular, became known as a place where 
piety and the fear of God were especially true and firm. 
 
II. America  
 
In 1837 the first agricultural colony settled by Jews in the United States 
was founded at Wawarsing (Warwarsing) in Ulster County, New York, 
and named Sholom (“Peace”). Thirteen Jewish families settled there 
under the leadership of Moses Cohen. 
 
“The land was divided into lots of 5 acres each, and a site was selected 
for a village. Contracts were awarded to build houses at a cost of $400 
[the equivalent of $74,230 in 2009 money - There are a number of ways 
to convert money from a given year to money today. One is to use what 
is called the Unskilled Wage Rate.] each. The settlers requested the 
Congregation Anshe Chesed of New York to loan them a Sefer Torah 
(Scroll of the Law) until they could secure one from Europe, and they 
also asked for lamps for their synagogue.  
 
“The newcomers cleared the land and built roads. For five years they 
tried to make farming pay, but circumstances forced them to add to 
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their earnings from the produce of the land by manufacturing and 
trading. Notwithstanding, the colony carried on. The climax, however, 
came when the factories in the neighborhood were shut down. After a 
few years of further struggling, the settlers found it impossible to 
continue. They sold their belongings in 1842 and moved away.” 
 
III. Russian Colonies 
 
“The period from 1881 to 1891 was crucial years in the life of Russian Jewry. 
During these years, — years of persecution for Russian Jews, — Russian Jewry was 
compelled to seek refuge from pogroms and from economic and political 
restrictions. Most of the Russian Jewish emigrants streamed across the Atlantic in 
the hope of finding a new haven in the United States and, in American Jewish 
history, this decade marks the beginning of a new era, as has been observed by 
others. American Jewry came face to face with an unexpected wave of Jews from 
Russia and other East European countries. These Jewish newcomers, who had been 
reared in a different environment, were totally strange to the indigenous American 
Jews.” 
 
“At the same time, many Jews were affected by the ‘Back to the Soil’ movement, 
then coming into popularity among the Russian intelligentsia, and expressed in the 
writings of such Russian literary greats as Tolstoy and Turgenev. 
 
“It was also widely believed that anti-Semitism was at least in part due to the fact 
that Jewish people earned their livelihood as middlemen and were ‘non-productive’ 
members of the community. One solution would be for Jews to turn to vocations 
requiring physical labor and to establishing agricultural colonies.  
 
“The period of severe persecution and pogroms that followed the assassination of 
Alexander II in 1881 gave these theories and sentiments a practical urgency and 
provided a direct stimulus for the appearance of the Am Olam and Bilu movements 
— the former encouraging emigration to the United States, the latter to Palestine. 
The grandiose schemes and plans of the Am Olam groups, therefore, caught the 
imagination of the Jewish masses, and Eastern European Jewry eagerly awaited the 
results of these attempts at colonization.” 
 
Most American Jewish communal leaders were not in favor of Jews setting up 
agricultural settlements. They preferred that the new immigrants be scattered 
throughout the country, so that they would become more quickly “assimilated” into 
American society. Despite this, almost twenty-five collective Jewish agricultural 
colonies were established in various places in America beginning in 1881.   
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IV. The Sicily Island Colony 
 
“The first agricultural colony of Russian Jews was founded under the leadership of 
Herman Rosenthal on Sicily Island, Catahoula Parish, Louisiana, in 1881. It 
comprised 35 families from Kiev and 25 from Yelisanetgrad. The colonists were 
recruited from three classes of immigrants. The first consisted of young idealists, 
professionals who looked upon colonization as an ideal. They wanted to show that 
Jews could be good farmers. The second class consisted of immigrants from 
southern and southwestern Russia who looked upon agriculture as a means of 
earning a livelihood. The rest of the immigrants had no definite aim and were 
largely influenced by the former two. The colonists were not very enthusiastic about 
the choice of location. Louisiana was not known to most of the colonists, and the 
climatic conditions did not appeal to them. They, however, had no choice in the 
matter as the land was selected without their knowledge. 
 
The Jewish community of New Orleans enthusiastically supported this project and 
supplied assistance in a variety of ways.  Within in a few days of the arrival of the 
immigrants in New Orleans, the men left their families there and departed for the 
colony. The colonists were cordially welcomed by the citizens of Catahoula Parish, 
who promised them protection and cooperation.  
 
“The colonists divided in groups and set to work. A German farmer was employed 
as advisor. The colonists were quartered in three big houses, but as the dwellings 
were found unsuitable, the New Orleans Jewish community built twelve others. The 
colonists worked hard and anticipated good results, and in appreciation of the 
cooperation shown by the New Orleans Jewish community the colonists wrote a 
letter of thanks to the president of the New Orleans association. 
 
“The work of the colonists progressed. They fenced the grounds and planted corn 
and vegetables; they cut down trees, planted fruit trees, repaired roads, dug wells, 
and built three two-room cottages. A governing board was elected, and a 
constitution was framed and adopted.  A report published in the American Israelite 
of March 24, 1882, praised the work of the colonists very highly. The colonists 
themselves were very optimistic, and some of them wrote to their friends in Russia 
urging them to select Louisiana as their new home. 
 
“With the approach of spring, however, things turned for the worse. The colonists 
began to complain of the heat; they were disappointed that their wives could not 
join them; malaria began its ravages; and to top it all the Mississippi River rose and 
swept away practically everything. The New Orleans community was willing to 
continue its aid, but the colonists were discouraged. 
 
“Most of the colonists scattered, abandoning everything they had left to take up 
peddling and factory work. This, in brief, is the story of Sicily Island.” 
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V. South Dakota 
 
In spite of this failure, Herman Rosenthal, the leader of the Louisiana colony 
remained convinced that the establishment of agricultural colonies would help solve 
the economic difficulties of many Jewish immigrants. In July, 1882 he “headed a 
group of 20 Russian families, who settled on farms in the southeastern part of what 
is now South Dakota, and formed a colony which they called Crémieux. It was 
situated in Davison County, fourteen miles from Mt. Vernon, the nearest railroad 
station, and twenty-six miles from Mitchell, the county-seat.  
 
“Most of the colonists had quarter-section farms of 160 acres each, while some of 
the farms covered as much as a square mile (640 acres). Among the settlers were 
several families that had joined the ill-fated settlement in Louisiana. The colonists at 
Crémieux had means of their own, and the first year met with a fair measure of 
success. Oats, wheat, rye, and barley were sown, and yielded good crops, while 
especial attention was paid to the raising of flax. In the second year wheat was more 
extensively cultivated; but the wheat-bug made its appearance, and a large part of 
the crop was destroyed. In addition to this, a prolonged period of drought caused 
the death of many cattle. In the third year thunderstorms were so destructive to the 
standing crops that the colonists were compelled to mortgage their farms; but the 
rate of interest demanded on loans was so high that most of the settlers sold out and 
moved away. A few remained a year or two longer; but excessive interest on their 
mortgages and a scarcity of water proved a combination too powerful for them, and 
in the latter part of 1885 they also left the settlement. The failure may likewise be 
attributed, in a measure, to the distance of the colony from the railroad and the 
county-seat.” 
 
VI. Cotopaxi, Colorado 
 
Cotopaxi is today a small, unincorporated village located on the banks of the 
Arkansas River.  It was given its unusual name by Henry Thomas, a nineteenth 
century prospector who was called “Gold Tom” by his contemporaries.  When 
Thomas arrived in this area of the Upper Arkansas Valley in about 1872, he was 
particularly struck by one of the valleys.  He felt it closely resembled an area of 
northern Ecuador where he had once prospected for gold. The dominant feature of 
this Andean region was a volcano called “Cotopaxi,” so Thomas gave this area of 
Colorado the same name.  
 

Shaul (Saul) Baer Milstein  
 

Saul Baer Milstein was a well-to-do businessman and warehouse owner who resided 
in Brest Litovsk during the nineteenth century. During the 1860s and 1870s he 
witnessed short periods of brief liberalization of Russia’s policies toward the Jews 
that were always followed by increased government oppression. He came to the 
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conclusion that the only solution for him and his family was immigration to 
America. Therefore, “in the late 1870’s, [he] sent his nephew, Jacob, to New York in 
order to scout out the political attitudes in America towards Jews, to find out about 
the Homestead Act, and locate land. In addition to this, a search was made to seek 
out interested relatives and friends for the eventual emigration. Saul Baer planned 
to sell his business in order to finance the endeavor once the appropriate 
arrangements were made.  
 
“Funded by his uncle, Jacob arrived in New York City in 1878 to begin his 
investigation, but within the first year, he broke his uncle’s trust by coaxing Saul 
Baer’s daughter, Yente (Nettie), to join him in America so they could be married. 
Saul Baer was infuriated by this. Immediately Saul Baer cut off the funds to his 
nephew, and Jacob was forced to find work in a tin factory in New York City in 
order to survive.  
 
“An accident in the tin factory caused the loss of an eye, and a lengthy recovery. It 
was during this recovery, in 1880, that Jacob became acquainted with Michael 
Heilprin a leader in the Jewish community who was instrumental in establishing the 
HIAS (Hebrew Immigration Aide Society). This friendship was one of the factors 
that eventually led to the establishment of the colony at Cotopaxi.” 
 

Emanuel H. Saltiel  
 

 A second factor that led to the establishment of a Jewish agricultural colony at 
Cotopaxi was a letter from Emanuel H. Saltiel (Shaltiel) (1844/45 – 1900), a Jew of 
Portuguese (Sephardic) descent who had become a successful entrepreneur in 
Colorado during the 1880s. When he learned that Michael Heilprin of HIAS was 
trying to encourage Russian immigrants to leave the crowded urban areas such as 
New York City and settle in the west, “Saltiel wrote an eloquent and convincing 
letter to Heilprin, offering to construct houses and barns, provide farm implements, 
livestock and seed for the colonists. He would keep the cost under $10,000 and all 
the colonists would have to raise would be living expenses and transportation costs 
en route to Colorado.  
 
“The deal seemed like a perfect fit. Each family would be indebted for less than 
$435, and because many of the Russians had experience in farming, the situation 
would be ideal. Heilprin sent his secretary, Julius Schwartz, to Colorado to 
investigate the situation and send back a report. During this time, Tsar Alexander II 
was assassinated, and under the new rule of Tsar Alexander III, a new set of 
repressive anti-Semitic laws were enacted, the worst of which were the May Laws of 
1881.  
 
“This has a strong impact on the [future] Cotopaxi colonists. What began as a well 
planned and thought out move, became an urgent necessity. The colonists left 
Russia and were thrown into a massive wave of immigration which flooded the 
HIAS office with thousands of requests for aide and money for which they were 
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totally unprepared. Because of the new urgency, the colonists arrived in New York 
and were sent west without ever having gotten a report back from Julius Schwartz 
about the living conditions at Cotopaxi.”  
 

Arrival in Cotopaxi 
 
“The people who comprised the Cotopaxi Colony in the spring of 1882 were 
[Chassidic] Russian Jews from the provinces of Volhynia, Kiev and Ekaterinoslav. 
Sixty-three persons in all, there were twenty-two ‘heads of family’, each of whom 
were eligible to file on 160 acres of government land. Actually, most of the sixty-
three were members of only three main family clans, consisting of several 
generations and relatives by marriage. Among these three families, too, there was 
much intermarriage and nearly every colonist at Cotopaxi was related to the others 
by ties of blood or marriage, the only exception being close friends who had 
attached themselves to one ‘patriarch’ and were considered as ‘adopted.’ This 
aggregation had been well solidified in Europe, and the experiences of the pogroms, 
the emigration and the events at Cotopaxi served to weld it even more firmly 
together.” 

These sixty-three religious Jews left New York on May 5, 1882 and arrived in 
Cotopaxi on May 12. “They thought they were leaving the hardships of Tzarist 
Russia behind, but as it turned out they were exchanging the privations of ‘home’ 
for new hardships, which included non-arable land, broken promises, and the 
difficulty of living in a culture where language, religion, and terrain were foreign 
and inhospitable. 

 “Upon arrival in Cotopaxi, the colonists found that not all of the promises had been 
fulfilled. Four houses had been constructed two miles south of town on an arid 
plateau above Oak Grove Creek, which was both dry and sandy during the summer 
or roiling with water during periodic spring flooding. Eight more houses were 
constructed above 8,000 feet on dry rocky soil where no irrigation water could be 
acquired. The houses were only about eight feet square with flat roofs and lacked 
windows, doors and chimneys. Twenty houses had been promised, but only twelve 
had been constructed. The houses were unfurnished, and only four of the houses 
had cooking stoves.  
 
“The supplies, too, were inadequate. When asked about this, Saltiel explained that 
labor and building materials were in short supply and were not available locally. He 
said they had been sent for, but had been delayed. Shortly after that, Saltiel left on 
an extended business trip and was absent for several months, leaving the colonists to 
cope with little more than the personal belongings they had brought with them from 
Russia. 
 
“Because of the immediate necessity of planting their crops, the colonists decided to 
move into the unfinished houses. The colonists borrowed plows, horses, seed and 
other equipment from A.S. Hart who was in partnership with Saltiel and the co-
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owner of the store. The Jews were extended credit for the purchase of food and 
personal supplies. Rocks were cleared and crops were planted, chimneys were built, 
and the door-less, windowless houses were made into homes. Even then, it was near 
the first of June before their first crops were sown on the wind-swept slopes below 
the Sangre de Cristo Mountains where a ‘good’ growing season was less than four 
months. 
 
“There were a few happy moments during the first summer in Cotopaxi. A Sefer 
Torah was donated to the colonists by the New York Orphan Asylum and the 
colonists were able to locate an abandoned building north of the General Store to 
use as a synagogue. The dedication of the synagogue on June 23rd held a mystical 
and divine quality, and was described with these words in an account sent to the 
Jewish Messenger, 1882: “The young secretary (Julius Schwartz) opened the Ark, 
and after the chanting of several hymns placed the Torah in its place.... Later they 
danced in their peculiar Russian manner and the silent moon sent its silvery rays 
upon the dancing and singing Russians.’” 
 

The Colonists Encounter Difficulties 
 
Unfortunately, the joy that the colonists experienced during the summer soon came 
to an end when with the onset of an early frost. This put an end to the growing 
season, the result being that the colonists did not have a profitable harvest. The 
colonists, already strapped for cash, were forced to turn to other work in order to 
pay off the debts they had incurred when they purchased farming supplies from the 
store owned by Saltiel and his partner Hart. They also needed to purchase food and 
clothing for the upcoming winter.  
 
“Many of the men took jobs as laborers in Saltiel’s mines but saw not a penny from 
it. Instead they were paid in vouchers for use in Hart's store.  
 
“In addition to the crop failure, the colonists were forced to use their winter supply 
of firewood for large bonfires to keep away the marauding bears. The extra houses, 
never having been completed, forced two families to set up camp in canvas tents and 
another family to spend their first year in an Indian dugout cave. During the first 
winter, the weather was severe, and starving Ute Indians frequently visited, begging 
for food.” 
 
Eventually many of the men went to work for the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad. 
At this time it was extending its line west from Salida. They received $3 a day as 
track laborers. “This job held two benefits for the colonists, the first was that the 
railroad was happy to give them the Sabbath off in exchange for working on 
Sunday, and the second was that once the train firemen, conductors, and engineers 
learned of the colonists plight, they threw extra coal from the train along the tracks 
near Cotopaxi so that the women from the colony could gather it to use for heat 
throughout the long, harsh winter.” 
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“By the fall of 1882, it was clear that the colonists would need outside help. The 
promises Saltiel had made for the additional houses and supplies were never met.”  
  
Word of the colony’s predicament reached Denver, and this resulted in visits by 
several interested groups. The Denver Jewish community provided as much help as 
it could, sending warm clothing, food, medicine and other necessities. “A number of 
reporters from the Denver newspapers appeared and interviewed the immigrants 
and the townspeople. They had heard of this unusual agricultural experiment in 
Denver and had come down to check certain reports of mismanagement and 
illegalities.  
 
“The colony did manage to survive the first winter, but they faced the coming spring 
with determination not to make the same mistakes nor rely on Saltiel for any 
further assistance. They observed their first Passover at Cotopaxi that April of 1883 
[some of the men walked 26 miles to Salida to purchase the flour they needed to 
bake matzos], and immediately after the rites were concluded, again borrowed seed 
and equipment and sowed their second crop. But nature seemed to conspire against 
them, for scarcely were the seeds in the ground when a late spring blizzard ruined a 
large part of them. These late storms are common in Colorado but to the struggling 
and discouraged colonists, it seemed a special punishment directed at them alone.  
 
As their harvest in 1883 was no better than the first, several families prepared to 
leave as soon as they received their share of the removal funds. For the remaining 
families, help and encouragement during their second winter was again supplied by 
their friends from Denver.  
 
“Those who stayed on that winter earned their living expenses by working in 
neighboring mines and on the railroad. The colony celebrated its second Passover at 
Cotopaxi in 1884, shortly after which a number of families left for new locations. 
Only six families decided to remain and plant a third crop, but when another late 
blizzard destroyed it, too, they at last recognized the futility of persevering in this 
spot and made plans to abandon the site. Each head-of-family had paid a fee of 
$50.00 into a common fund back in New York for the filing of deeds. When they 
prepared to depart the county, they checked with the county clerk in Canon City 
and could find there no record whatsoever of any such deed or conveyance. They 
had simply been squatters or perhaps at best, tenant farmers on corporation town-
site land. They had wasted almost three years on Saltiel’s colony when they could 
have filed on public domain nearby as homesteaders.  
 
“By June of 1884 the colony, as such, was formally dissolved. The Cotopaxi Colony 
had been a failure. But it had served to give its members valuable lessons in 
pioneering, and had taken them out of the crowded ghettos in the eastern cities and 
given them a glance at what was available on other farm lands in the West.  Of the 
twenty-two families who lived through the bitter but edifying experience at 
Cotopaxi, only two failed to remain in the West. The rest used their hard-won 
knowledge to try farming on better lands in the West.” 
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Who Was to Blame for the Colony’s Failure? 

 
“Two completely different points of view emerged. According to Flora Satt in her 
master's thesis detailing the history of the colony, the Denver Republican pinned the 
blame on Saltiel emphasizing his unsavory character, and they blamed the HIAS for 
sending the colonists into a situation which had not been fully researched ahead of 
time. A second newspaper, the Rocky Mountain News downplayed the situation by 
saying that ‘all pioneers must endure some hardship.’ They believed the colonists 
were not facing anything more difficult than other settlers, and felt they were far 
better off than most.  
 
“There has been much debate about why the Jewish colony at Cotopaxi did not 
succeed. Poor timing, poor preparation, poor weather, poor funding, the cultural 
and language barrier, and the role played by Emanuel Saltiel have all been 
questioned. If any one of these things had been different, would the colony have 
been a success? 
 
“In a recent paper written by a descendent of the Saltiel family, Miles Saltiel 
defends Emanuel Saltiel as a somewhat ‘rumbustious,’ but well-intended 
benefactor. He points out that there are no other cases of successful agricultural 
colonies in the United States during that time period. Perhaps this is so, but if 
nothing else, Emanuel Saltiel influenced the placement of the colony with his letter 
to HIAS, extolling the virtues of Cotopaxi and by promising to provide adequate 
housing and equipment to enable the colonists a good start. When asked for help, 
Saltiel at one point simply ‘shrugged.’”  
 
Another lingering question regards the land that the colonists expected to eventually 
own through the Homestead Act. It is said the colonists were taken by wagon to 
Cañon City to file declarations, but these turned out to be little more than 
statements taken by a confused clerk which gave them no legal entitlement to the 
land. Because of the language barrier, it is unclear what understanding they had of 
the filing process or if anyone told them how to properly apply for the land. 
Throughout all this, the spirit of these Russian Jews eclipsed the travesty. After the 
dissolution of the colony, many of them remained in Colorado and became 
successful farmers and ranchers in places such as Rocky Ford, Longmont, Pueblo, 
and Montrose. Others moved to Denver and became successful businessmen and 
leaders in the West Colfax Jewish community. The Cotopaxi colony itself was short-
lived, but the legacy of the "experiment" has survived. The colonists of Cotopaxi 
proved the pioneer dictum that stepping into the unknown requires courage and 
faith, and while their journey did not end where they imagined, taking the first step 
eventually led to the new lives they desired. 
 
 
 
 


