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“Let Them Drink and Forget Our
Poverty”: Orthodox Rabbis React to
Prohibition
Hannah Sprecher

The Eighteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution,
which forbade “the manufacture, sale or transportation of intoxicat-
ing liquors,” went into effect on January 16, 1920. Its enforcement
was provided by the National Prohibition Act, popularly known as
the Volstead Act, whose thirty-nine sections created the mechanisms
for translating the amendment into functioning law. Among other
things, it set up an enforcement unit, subsidiary to the Bureau of Inter-
nal Revenue, for the purpose of apprehending the law’s transgressors
as well as regulating the allowed use of alcohol in industry, medicine,
and the sacrament.

The allowances for the sacramental use of alcohol were the result of
a compromise the prohibitionists were compelled to make to ensure
passage of the Volstead Act. Since both Christians and Jews required
the use of alcoholic beverages (specifically wine) in their age-old ritu-
als and customs, the drafters of the act had been forced to recognize
that the First Amendment right of freedom of religion was in some
measure in conflict with Prohibition. In order to prevent opposition
from religionists, the drafters of the Volstead Act permitted the use of
wine for “sacramental purposes,” specifying in Section 6 that:

Nothing in this title shall be held to apply to the manufacture, sale, transporta-
tion, importation, possession, or distribution of wine for sacramental purposes,
or like religious rites, except Section 6 (save as the same requires a permit to
purchase) and Section 10 hereof, and the provisions of this act prescribing
penalties for the violation of said sections. No person to whom a permit may be
issued to manufacture, transport, import, or sell wines for sacramental pur-
poses or like religious rites shall sell, barter, exchange, or furnish any such to
any person not a rabbi, minister of the gospel, priest, or an officer duly author-
ized for the purpose by any church or congregation, nor to any such except
upon an application duly subscribed by him, which application, authenticated
as regulations may prescribe, shall be filed and pre-served by the seller. The
head of any conference or diocese or other ecclesiastical jurisdiction may desig-
nate any rabbi, minister, or priest to supervise the manufacture of wine to be
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used for the purposes and rites in this section mentioned, and the person so
desigir ated may, in the discretion of the Commissioner, be granted 2 permit to
superv-ise such manufacture.

Prohbibition and the Jews

Despite the allowances made for their religious needs, Jewish leaders
were unnerved by the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment. They
were well aware of its emotional and ideological background, the soil
from which it grew. According to the historian John Higham. Prohibi-
tion was only one manifestation of a legal and ideological struggle
mounted by America’s white Protestants to restore the nation’s reli-
gious heritage and racial purity.

A people whose roots were in the towns and farms of the early republic saw
great cities coming more and more under the control of strangers whose speech
and values were not their own. A people who unconsciously identified Protes-
tantist with Americanism saw Catholic voters and urban bosses gaining con-
trol of the industrialized states, A people whose religion was already badly
damaged by modern ideas saw the compensating rigors of their life-style
flouted in the saloons and cabarets of a more expressive, hedonistic society. In
reaction, the older America mounted a cultural counteroffensive through the
prohibition movement, immigration restriction, and a sharpened racism,!

Jews became a special target of these reactionary forces. They were
seen as “part-banker controlling the world economy, part-Bolshevist
subverting the nation, and a racial pariah destroying Anglo-Saxon
America.”? Ideas of this kind gained widespread acceptance through
the dissemination of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion and Henry
Ford’s anti-Semitic propaganda in his newspaper, the Dearborn Inde-
pendent. It was in this climate of uncertainty and fear for Jews that
America entered the Prohibition era.

Of course, once Prohibition became law it was the obligation of all
Jews to comply, first because of their obligation as citizens of the Unit-
ed Strates to obey its laws, and second, under the religious obligation of
dina demalkhuta dina, “the law of the land is the law.” This is a third-
century talmudic ruling which mandated that Jewish communities in
exile accommodate to the legal systems of their host states whenever
compliance does not involve violating Jewish religious principles.?

At the same time, the very idea of entirely prohibiting alcoholic
beverages in order to guarantee temperance struck Jewish leaders as
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unnecessary. After all, Jews had a two-thousand-year documented
history of widespread use of alcoholic beverages, yet alcoholism was
virtually unheard of in the Jewish community.* Judaism frowned upon
the notion of total self-denial: God’s gifts to man were meant to be
enjoyed—in moderation—and among those gifts was wine. Religious
teaching discouraged asceticism as unnatural, as a deliberate refusal
to accept God’s bountiful goodness.’

More important in Jewish life was the need for wine in the perform-
ance of religious ritual. The onset and end of Sabbaths and holy days
were marked by a blessing recited over a cup of wine. Jewish rites of
passage, such as circumcisions, marriages, and in the talmudic period,
mourning rites, were sanctified with special benedictions pronounced
over wine.*

Thus Jewish leaders faced a serious dilemma. On the one hand, the
supply of wine for religious purposes had to be maintained. On the
other, they had to ensure that neither they nor their community were
seen to be undermining the Volstead Act, for widespread evasion of
the law would only confirm the nativist perception of the Jew as an
indigestibly foreign element in American life. The degree to which
Orthodox religious leaders were successful in meeting these chal-
lenges has never been adequately examined.” The behavior of Ameri-
ca’s Orthodox rabbis during Prohibition and their response to Section
6 of the Volstead Act will be the major objective of this study.

Contflicts over the Sacramental Wine Privilege

To provide the wine necessary for religious rituals, rabbis had to oper-
ate in accordance with the rules set up by Section 6. The first require-
ment, then, was to determine who would be considered a rabbi in the
view of the Prohibition authorities. Thus it became necessary for rab-
bis in the three denominations of Judaism (Orthodox, Conservative,
and Reform) to obtain recognition by the Prohibition enforcement
agency as legitimate rabbis for the purposes of distributing sacramen-
tal wine.

In February 1920, Rabbi Max Drob, chairman of the Committee on
Religious Observance of Conservative Judaism’s United Synagogue,
described his committee’s three-month effort to ensure that the rights
of rabbis belonging to the Conservative movement would be pre-
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served under the Volstead Act. “We are pleased to report,” he an-
nounced, “that thanks to the good efforts of Louis Marshall [presi-
dent of the American Jewish Committee] our demands have been
placed before the authorities in Washington and assurances have been
made that our colleagues in the Conservative Jewish Rabbinate will be
able to obtain wine for sacramental purposes.”® Similarly, Rabbi Leo
Franklin reported to the 1920 gathering of Reform rabbis, “Under a
ruling of the Bureau of Internal Revenue the President of the Central
Conference of American Rabbis was authorized to attest the rights of
rabbis to sign applications for wines for sacramental purposes.”’

What had prompted these statements? A letter written by Louis
Marshall in 1923 explains the need for these exertions on the part of
Conservative and Reform leaders.”” Marshall related that in early
1920, Rabbi Sholom Joffee and Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies (common-
ly referred to by the acronym RaMaZ) had gone to Washington to
arrange that only rabbis belonging to the Union of Orthodox Rabbis
(the organization they headed) would be empowered to dispense sac-
ramental wine permits.

This was an obvious attempt by a group of Orthodox rabbis to
exclude their Conservative and Reform counterparts from the catego-
ry of religious leaders covered by Section 6, and thereby bring about
an Orthodox monopoly on the sacramental wine privilege. Louis
Marshall used his government contacts to thwart this move and ob-
tain for Conservative and Reform rabbis the same privileges that the
Orthodox had won for themselves. Despite Marshall’s success, the
president of the Union of Orthodox Rabbis, New York City (Rabbi
Moses Z. Margolies), was still ranked first in Section 52 (b), Regula-
tion 60 of the Treasury Department’s Bureau of Internal Revenue or-
dinances, which listed the rabbinical leaders whose endorsement was
necessary to enable a candidate to receive sacramental wine."

Potential for Abuse

Although the Prohibition authorities had granted Conservative and
Reform rabbis the right to dispense sacramental wine, the leaders of
the two movements presciently recognized that Section 6 of the Vol-
stead Act had potential for significant abuse in its application to Jew-
ish practice. This arose from a major difference between the Jewish
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and Christian uses of sacramental wine. It was relatively easy for Prot-
estant and Catholic congregations to remain within the confines of
Section 6, because the ritual requiring the use of wine (the celebration
of the Mass) was performed publicly in the church. Moreover, priests
and ministers always belonged to structured and recognized orders,
and their activities were carefully supervised and monitored by their
superiors.

The Jewish ceremonial use of wine, on the other hand, was primari-
ly centered on home use,™ with no clergyman present to ascertain that
wine designated for sacramental purposes was actually being used for
that end, or even that it was used by the persons it was intended for.
Furthermore, the Jewish clergy was far from well-organized or super-
vised. Although the three Jewish denominations had established rab-
binical seminaries in America, these institutions were relatively new."
The great majority of Orthodox rabbis had been ordained by master-
ing the Codes of Jewish Law through self-study or under the guidance
of a teacher, and then submitting to an examination by an established
rabbi. Thus, the credentials of many rabbis were difficult to authenti-
cate, consisting of a brief statement from a rabbi (himself possibly
unrecognized) that the bearer of the letter had passed an examination.
Compounding the problem was the fact that most Orthodox rabbis
were recent immigrants from Eastern Europe, making it nearly impos-
sible to check the authenticity of their rabbinic credentials.

To complicate matters further, the original Treasury Department
regulations prevented direct sales by either the rabbi or the wine dealer
to the consumer, and required instead that the rabbi act as intermedi-
ary. Rabbis in possession of a Treasury Department sacramental wine
permit were allowed to purchase wine from the few remaining wine
dealers authorized for this purpose but were not permitted to sell the
wine to their congregants. Instead, they would distribute it to them
without receiving any direct compensation, and the congregants were
to make a contribution to the synagogue or to the rabbi for the general
purposes of the congregation and not as payment for the wine sale.™

These regulations were designed to eliminate profiteering from the
sacramental wine trade, but they put rabbis in an awkward and diffi-
cult position. Rabbis authorized to distribute wine not only had to
make sure that their congregants used the wine for its legal purpose, a
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task that fell within their ministerial duties, but were directly involved
in handling a product that had just been banned from manufacture,
sale, and use throughout the country. Moreover, the entire manner of
handling money was “degrading-and undignified.”*

Proposals for Joint Action

Sensitive to the dangers facing their members, the Reform rabbinate,
during the first few months after Prohibition went into effect, official-
ly recommended that, whenever possible, unfermented wine be substi-
tuted for fermented wine. To counter the difficulties in verifying rab-
binic credentials, the Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR)
proposed the establishment of a “joint committee of the Central Con-
ference of American Rabbis and the Union of Orthodox Rabbis [that
would] submit to the Government the names of responsible persons in
each locality to certify proper persons to be authorized to sign applica-
tions for wine under the law.” It also proposed that “a registration
record be maintained of those who are authorized to validate applica-
tions for sacramental wine, and that applications shall have the signa-
ture of a local rabbi and congregational president and secretary desig-
nated by the General Committee of the Central Conference of Ameri-
can Rabbis and the Union of Orthodox Rabbis.”'

The Union of Orthodox Rabbis did not respond to this overture
from the Reform rabbinate. Nor did its president, Rabbi Moses Z.
Margolies, respond to an appeal from Louis Marshall of the American
Jewish Committee. In this letter, dated March 20, 1920, Marshall
outlined the problems he foresaw in the Jewish use of the sacramental
wine privilege, stemming mainly from the language of the Volstead
Act, which he claimed reflected the drafters’ lack of “full understand-
ing” of its implications for Jews. He wrote of his fear that the exemp-
tion “would result in serious criticisms of the rabbinate by the public
generally and by the Prohibition Party in particular.” He predicted
“unpleasant insinuations against the Jews by the newspapers” and the
placement of rabbis (and by extension all Jews) in a “false light.”
Marshall concluded that until legislation amended the Volstead Act,
the only recourse left open to Jews was to refuse “exceptional treat-
ment” and use only unfermented wine for ritual purposes.”
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The Menorah Wine Scandal

A little over a year after Marshall’s anxious and prophetic letter, sto-
ries began appearing in major newspapers detailing arrests and confis-
cations related to sacramental wine abuses. A notorious example was
the front-page story that appeared in the March 30, 1921 edition of
the New York Times, highlighting the seizure of $250,000 worth of
wine at the Menorah Wine Company on Manhattan’s Lower East
Side.

The prominence of this story may have reflected the good copy
provided by the flamboyant exploits of Izzy Einstein, the Prohibition
agent responsible for the raid. Still, the article had a drawing power all
its own: The wine had been confiscated because Menorah’s branch
stores were found to be selling wine to all customers who entered,
whether or not they presented a signed permit from an authorized
rabbi. In addition, Federal Prohibition Supervisor Ernest S. Langley
was quoted as stating that Menorah had further violated the law by
extensively honoring “fake” rabbinical wine permits signed by eight-
een- and twenty-year-old boys.

The allegations recounted by the Times were serious ones. Yet, the
same article reported the puzzling news that the chief Prohibition en-
forcement official, Commissioner John E Kramer, had intervened on
Menorah Wine’s behalf, issuing long-distance telephone orders to his
subordinates in New York to halt the seizure. Moreover, Kramer him-
self was coming from Washington to “inquire into the circumstances
of the seizure.”

Eight months later, on December 23, 1921, Menorah Wine Com-
pany again appeared on page 1 of the New York Times. The focus of
this article was the efforts of Louis Marshall and the American Jewish
Committee to halt the continuing abuses in sacramental wine distribu-
tion. The Times printed an excerpt of Marshall’s letter to D. H. Blair,
commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service, in which he outlined
proposals for stricter regulation of sacramental wine. To underscore
the necessity of the proposed new rules, the Times reporter cited sever-
al examples of abuse, among them the recent seizure of two truckloads
of Menorah’s wine. The article also mentioned that in the earlier con-
fiscation of $250,000 worth of Menorah product (March 1921),
“through influence brought to bear in Washington, the wine was re-
turned to the owners.”
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In the month of January 1922, the New York Times devoted two
news storie’s to the Menorah Wine Company. The second (dated Janu-
ary 22) was of less importance than the first. It described another
imaginative feat of the by now familiar Izzy Einstein. This time he had
effected the seizure of two truckloads of Menorah’s product by riding
alongside the deliveryman on his run and discovering that the first
consignee on the list of recipients of Jewish sacramental wine was
actually a Scotch Presbyterian.

Enter “G. Wolf Margolis”

The Times story of January 4, 1922, had more lasting significance, for
it contained a full expose of the Menorah Wine Company. The story
had actually been uncovered by a reporter from the Providence Jour-
nal, where it was featured on page 1 the same day.

According to the Journal article, Menorah had been founded by a
Jewish olive oil merchant, Nathan Musher, owner of the Continental
Distributing Company. In the fall of 1920, Musher apparently “sens-
ed a rare business opportunity” and arranged to purchase and import
from Spain 750,000 gallons of Malaga wine. What was special about
this wine was its high alcohol content—about 24 percent, or double
that of ordinary wine, making it much more potent than ordinary
sacramental wine, ‘

Musher arranged for Aaron Silverstone, a young man of about
twenty and the son of the foremost Orthodox rabbi in Washington,
D.C., to travel to Malaga and retroactively certify the wine as a kosher
product suitable for use as sacramental wine.® Then he approached
Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies, the president of the Union of Orthodox
Rabbis, and asked him to issue the necessary sacramental wine permit.

When Rabbi Margolies balked, Musher obtained the aid of “one G.
Wolf Margolis,” who was, according to the article, “a Hebrew teach-
er, lately corne to New York from Boston, who claims to be a rabbi,
and the head of the Assembly of Hebrew Orthodox Rabbis of Ameri-
ca.” The reporter from the Providence Journal found the address of
the Assembly listed on its letterhead as 203 East Broadway, New York,
and went to visit these “headquarters.” There he in fact found G. Wolf
Margolis in his organization’s office: the rear room of a tenement
house. The reporter obtained from him an acknowledgment that he
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knew of the Menorah Wine Company, the Continental Distributing
Company, and Nathan Musher’s connection to them. But he would
admit to nothing further. ,

The article repeated the accounts reported in March and December
1921: that Prohibition agents Izzy Einstein and Moe W. Smith (Ein-
stein’s partner, who had been omitted in the earlier stories) had ob-
tained warrants to search Menorah’s warehouse and branch stores.
Discovering evidence of fraudulent permits, they had the wine seized
and removed to government storage. But a direct order from Federal
Prohibition Commissioner John E Kramer had halted the seizure. The
following day, after an investigation by Attorney General Daugherty,
the wine was returned. Soon after these events, concluded the New
York Times account, Musher’s company was granted a special permit
to sell sacramental wine, “as the Passover holidays were at hand.””

Rabbinic Rivalries

One important added detail in the story of January 4, confirmed ten
years later in Izzy Einstein’s memoirs,? was the role played by Rabbi
Moses Z. Margolies in the investigation of Menorah. According to
these accounts, it was he who alerted both the Providence Journal
reporter and Izzy Einstein to the company’s criminal activities.” Rabbi
Margolies charged that the wine involved was actually not kosher, and
furthermore that even if it were, Menorah was not authorized by any
legitimate rabbi to distribute wine for sacramental purposes. Accord-
ing to Izzy Einstein, Margolies added that Menorah Wine’s primary
purpose in selecting G. Wolf Margolis to fraudulently authorize its
sacramental wine was the similarity in their names. This was meant to
mislead both consumers and the Prohibition authorities into believing
that the famous Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies was endorsing and
authorizing Menorah Wine. The like-sounding names of “Union of
Orthodox Rabbis” and “Assembly of Orthodox Rabbis,” he said, had
the same motive.*

Both Einstein and the Providence Journal (quoted in the New York
Times) described G. Wolf Margolis as “a Hebrew teacher,” a disparag-
ing term, since teaching Hebrew school was an occupation usually
reserved for sorry ne’er-do-wells who had failed at every other job.”
The Assembly of Orthodox Rabbis was dismissed as a nonexistent
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organization, an assertion proved by its address: the “headquarters”
of an organization claiming to represent a large group of respected
scholars would not be found in a rear room of a Lower East Side
tenement slum.

[tis ironic that in allowing this description of G. Wolf Margolis and
his organization in the January 4 article, the editors of the New York
Times failed to consult their own newspaper of a fortnight earlier. On
December 25, 1921, the third consecutive day of coverage given to
Louis Marshall’s letter to IRS Commissioner Blair, the Times recorded
astatement from New York State Prohibition Director Ralph A. Day,
offering his own solution to the sacramental wine problem. Day had
recommended to Washington “the appointment of a board of four
Jewish chief rabbis to assist him in approving withdrawal permits for
sacramental wines, especially those presented by rabbis of congrega-
tions not belonging to any recognized order of the Orthodox Church
[sic}.” If Washington approved his recommendation, this board
would be composed of “Rabbis S. A. Joffee, G. W. Margolis, A. A.
Yudelovich, and B. L. Leventhal.”®

The Four “Chief Rabbis”

It was apparent, at least to Director Day, that G. W. Margolis was
hardly a “Hebrew teacher.” He was a man of standing, one of four
“Jewish chief rabbis.” His status could not have taken so dramatic a
plunge in only two weeks. There is one further and deeper irony:
Three of the four “chief rabbis” of Director Day’s plan were involved
in the Menorah Wine scandal. While their names do not appear in the
New York Times, a survey of the contemporary Yiddish press provides
interesting insight into the scandal and its principal players.

On February 27, 1921 (a month before Izzy Einstein’s first Meno-
rah raid and thirteen months before the New York Times and Provi-
dence Journal broke the story), Der Tog, a New York City Yiddish
daily, printed an announcement by Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies in
which he declared that he did not endorse the kosher status of the
Menorah Wine Company.* Implicit in this announcement, of course,
was the intimation that the wine’s kosher status was suspect.

The following day and again on March 1, 2, and 3, Der Tog and two
other Yiddish newspapers, the Togeblatt and the Morgen Journal,
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gave extensive space to rebuttals of Rabbi Margolies's declaration.
The rebuttals appeared in the form of interviews by “P. Sofer” with
three of the “greatest rabbis of New York,” none other than Rabbis S.
A. Jotfee, A.. A. Yudelovich, and G. W. Margolis, accompanied by pen-
and-ink portraits of the illustrious faces of Rabbi Yudelovich and Rab-
bi Margolis.

Although appearing in the form of news articles, these interviews
were more likely advertisements or company press releases, since they
were reproduced identically in three separate Yiddish dailies. In any
event, these columns gave the rabbis a forum to defend their associa-
tion with Menorah Wine. At the conclusion of each interview, the
reporter (P. Sofer) made his own editorial comments, lavishly praising
the rabbis and offering his own endorsement of Menorah Wine.?’

The connection between G. W. Margolis and the Menorah Wine
Company has already been established. The other two rabbis, it turn-
ed out, were also not disinterested parties. They had been engaged to
certify Menorah’s wines as being “the most kosher wine available
anywhere.” Yes, they admitted, they were aware that the supervisor in
Spain was the very young Aaron Silverstone, but he was “one of the
most pious young men in the entire country.” Young Silverstone’s fa-
ther had personally guaranteed his son’s piety and devotion to ritual
observance. They also claimed that the winery in Malaga was owned
and operated by Orthodox Jews, a dubious claim, since there were
only three Jewish communities in Spain at that time, in Madrid, Barce-
lona, and Seville,® and the closest to Malaga, Seville, was over 100
miles away. According to Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies, there were only
two Jews in Malaga, both of them bankers, and neither of them Je-
wishly affiliated.

Rabbi Joffee charged in his interview that Rabbi Margolies had
been pressured into issuing his declaration by kosher wine dealers who
feared competition, particularly from a company offering a superior
product. He also contended that Rabbi Margolies’s declaration had a
hidden agenda: his organization, the Union of Orthodox Rabbis,
wanted to monopolize both the supervision of kosher wine and the
issuance of sacramental wine permits. Apparently not desiring to en-
gage in self-promotion, Rabbi Joffee left it for the reporter conducting
the interview to stress that all three rabbis associated with Menorah
Wine had been fully authorized to issue sacramental wine permits by
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the Prohibition regulators.

In his interview, Rabbi G. W. Margolis added that he had no doubts
about the kashruth of Menorah’s wine since he knew Nathan Musher
personally and “we can rely on him.” Rabbi Margolis explained that
the key to establishing a product as kosher was determining who the
proprietor was. As long as he was Orthodox, the product was certain-
ly kosher, and the services of a mashgiach (rabbinic supervisor) were
not needed. In fact, hiring a mashgiach was almost tantamount to
admitting a problem about the product. Furthermore, said Rabbi
Margolis, Musher was a well-known and outstanding philanthropist.

“A Tempest in a Wineglass”

Another column, entitled “A Tempest in a Wineglass,” appeared in
the same issue of the Morgen Journal. It too was dedicated to further-
ing the cause of Menorah Wine and the rabbis connected with it. The
writer began his paean by claiming that he himself was a very pious
Jew, a strict Sabbath observer, who had succeeded, despite residing in
America for twenty-five years, in raising his children as strictly Ortho-
dox, God-fearing Jews.

Having established his credentials, the writer testified that on the
certification of the three esteemed rabbis, Joffee, Yudelovich, and
Margolis, he had purchased some of Menorah’s wine and found it to
be the most exquisite wine he had ever had the good fortune to taste.
As for Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies’s statement, he knew its hidden
motivations were business and Prohibition related.

The writer, however, was unconcerned with possible violations of
the Prohibition law. Why should Washington matter more than Sinai?
After all, the Torah antedated Prohibition by many thousands of years
and therefore had primacy. Furthermore, the Prohibition authorities
had granted Reform rabbis the right to issue sacramental wine per-
mits, and they were not even authentic rabbis, because they did not
observe the laws of the Torah. In sharp contrast stood the three great
Torah scholars who had certified the wines sold by Menorah; their
religious credentials were above reproach. Thus it was quite irrelevant
whether or not these learned men were formally sanctioned by the
Prohibition authorities. (For more fastidious individuals, however, the
reporter conducting the interview with Rabbi Joffee had pointed out
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that the three rabbis had indeed received that sanction.) The United
States government might have granted Reform rabbis the authority to
issue sacramental wine permits, but the writer, as an Orthodox Jew,
answered to a higher power and knew which set of rabbis was
worthier of the privilege.

Who Was Rabbi Gabriel Wolf Margolis?

Whatever the facts of the Menorah Wine case, there is no doubt that
the testimonials in favor of the three rabbis were essentially correct.
They were acknowledged and respected scholars, and were known to
Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies as such. Rabbi Joffee, in fact, had served as
both acting and honorary president of the Union of Orthodox Rabbis
and had been one of its founders in 1902. Moreover, as recently as
1920 Rabbi Margolies and Rabbi Joffee had gone to Washington to-
gether to attempt to obtain an Orthodox monopoly on the sacramen-
tal wine privilege.”” Rabbi Yudelovich also headed an organization of
“preaching rabbis.” Both Rabbi Joffee and Rabbi Yudelovich had au-
thored important rabbinic works.*

The fame of Gabriel Wolf (Ze’ev) Margolis in particular was wide-
spread. Known affectionately in New York’s Orthodox neighbor-
hoods as “Reb Velvele” (his Yiddish middle name), he had been the
spiritual leader of one of the city’s major communal and charitable
organizations for ten years and before this had been a prominent rabbi
in Boston for four years (1907—1911). As the author of many well-
received rabbinic books and an acknowledged colleague of the great
European rabbis of the era, he was considered the “senior scholar” of
Orthodox Judaism in America, and rabbis throughout the country
sought his guidance on questions of religious law. His New York
Times obituary on September 9, 1935 recorded that Rabbi G. W.
Margolis was eulogized as “the greatest rabbinical scholar, bar none,
ever to have settled in America.”” :

Yet Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies had led both Izzy Einstein and the
Providence Journal reporter to believe that G. W. Margolis was a “He-
brew teacher lately arrived from Boston,” and that his organization
was a “fake,” set up with the sole purpose of advancing the criminal
activities of the Menorah Wine Company. What could have been his
motive, and what was the true relationship between the two men?
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The Assembly of Hebrew Orthodox Rabbis

Rabbi Margolies’s reaction to Rabbi Margolis reflected more than
personal animosity. Rabbi Margolies was the president of the Union
of Orthodox Rabbis, which had come into being in 1902 and was
America’s first organized Orthodox rabbinic body. Rabbi G. Wolf
Margolis arrived in the United States in 1907, at the age of sixty, after
having been the chief rabbi of several important Russian Jewish com-
munities. He had been forced to leave because of threats against his life
by Jewish Bolsheviks whose revolutionary activities he had fiercely
condemned. Fully expecting to be accorded in America the status and
respect he had earned in Europe, he refused to join the Union of Or-
thodox Rabbis, secing its members as below his high standards, and
for the next thirteen years he waged a lonely war against that organi-
zation.*”

In January 1920 Gabriel Wolf Margolis finally received the recogni-
tion that had eluded him when, together with 135 other rabbis,” he
formed the Assembly of Hebrew Orthodox Rabbis of America. The
correspondence between the date of its establishment and the onset of
Prohibition was no coincidence, however. For thirteen years, Rabbi
Margolis had been unable to found an organization of his own, but
Prohibition provided his group with a raison d’etre.**

Under Section 6 of the Volstead Act, the Bureau of Internal Revenue
initially authorized only three Jewish organizations (one for each of
the three denominations) to dispense sacramental wine permits, the
CCAR, the Rabbinical Assembly, and the Union of Orthodox Rabbis.
In consequence, the only Orthodox rabbis to be issued permits were
members of the latter group, and legitimate Orthodox rabbis who
were not affiliated with it were excluded. Rabbi G. W. Margolis re-
ceived letters from some of them complaining about the Union’s “re-
fusal to share the privilege.” They accused its members of “dealing in
kosher wine [as a means with which] they support their impure activi-
ties” and using the permits as “weapons in their hands to attack the
rabbis not within their Union.”*

The unaffiliated rabbis had a legitimate grievance. They and their
congregations were excluded from receiving what was legally theirs—
the means of obtaining wine for ritual use. In this climate of dissatis-
faction, Rabbi Margolis formed his organization. On November 8,
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1920 the O ffice of the Federal Prohibition Commissioner amended
Section 52 (b) of Regulations 6o to authorize a fourth organization,
the Assembly of Hebrew Orthodox Rabbis of America, to issue per-
mits for the distribution of sacramental wine.*

In addition to his involvement in the Menorah Wine scandal, there
is ample evidence that both Rabbi Margolis and his Assembly of He-
brew Ortho dox Rabbis of America were otherwise occupied with the
business of wine distribution. Shortly after the Assembly received ap-
proval from the Treasury Department, notices were posted on the
Lower East Side of Manhattan announcing to “all rabbis and wine
dealers who make wine for religious purposes that Washington has
recognized the Assembly on the same basis as the other three rabbinic
organizations.” The Assembly invited anyone who wanted a permit to
“apply in person to our president, Rabbi G. W. Margolis at 203 East
Broadway from the hours of ¢ a.m. to 10 p.m. daily.”?

The Assernbly’s involvement in the wine trade extended beyond the
issuance of sacramental wine permits. This is well illustrated bv Rabbi
Margolis’s private correspondence.

In a letter dated December 1920, Rabbi Simon Glazer of Kansas
City, an influential member of the Assembly, wrote to him offering to
do anything he could do “regarding wine matters with the authori-
ties.” He further inquired, “How will the wine business do this year?
There is still time for me, and I am ready to go even today to San
Francisco to supervise the wine. There are many wine dealers who are
requesting kosher supervision.”*

On August 8, 1921, Rabbi Margolis wrote to Rabbi Joseph Levin of
Cincinnati, another important member of the Assembly, informing
him that, “X have available an excellent wine from the Holy Land,
many gallons of which have already been sold at $8 a gallon. However,
some of it has sold at $7 a gallon, and yesterday I heard from my son
that he sold some for $6 a gallon.”*

Still, there were a few dissenting voices among the Assembly’s mem-
bers. One noted rabbinic scholar, Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Grodzinski, chief
rabbi of Omaha, expressed his concern as early as December 1920,
barely a month after the Assembly of Orthodox Rabbis was author-
ized to dispense sacramental wine permits. In a letter to Rabbi Margo-
lis, Rabbi Grodzinski urged him to halt the issuance of permits to
anyone in Omaha. “Local wine dealers,” he wrote, “[were] conduct-
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ing a free-for-all and selling their sacramental wine to Jews and Gen-
tiles alike.” Several Jews had been arrested 