A JEWISH MILITARY COLLECTION
JONATHAN FISHBURN ON
MILITARIA AND THE HISTORY OF
JEWISH SERVICEMEN
A while back, a friend asked me to find a
prayer book used by British Jewish soldiers
in the First World War. I found one, and
showed him several other booklets issued
by the Chief Rabbi for serving soldiers and
sailors as well as the British Jewry Book of
Honour, a massive tome attesting to the
service and sacrifice of Jewish soldiers in
the First World War. He was hooked, and
now, six years later, his rather innocuous
initial request led to amassing a cache of
over 400 varied documents and ephemera
focussing on Jews in the military since
1814. I am just putting the finishing
touches on a catalogue of these items
(which is the first extensive catalogue of
this type of material that I am aware of )
as he’s decided to change his collecting
focus and asked me to sell his collection
– one that would be almost impossible to
replicate today.
I have always tried to focus on unusual
and interesting Jewish ephemera and
my friend’s enthusiasm and interest gave
me the impetus to pursue a wide range
of Jewish militaria. My earliest piece
is a volume of the European Magazine
at the time of the Peninsular War 1814
containing the translation of two services
praying for the welfare and success of
British soldiers - one service is from
Bevis Marks, the Spanish and Portuguese
Synagogue (still standing in all its glory)
and the other is from the Ashkenazi Great
Synagogue (which no longer exists). There
are a few items I never managed to find,
but would have dearly wanted including
Rabbi Solomon Hirschel’s Sermon of
Thanksgiving ‘for the success of His Majesty’s
Fleet .. off Trafalgar, 5th December 1805’
preached at the Great Synagogue, London;
and the order of service for British soldiers
in the American War of Independence in
1776.
So what constitutes a ‘Jewish Military
collection’? Until the 18th century,
European Jews were not allowed to
participate in large swathes of public life,
however, with the advent of emancipation,
Jews became integrated into the wider
society, where they were both expected
to and greatly aspired to play their part
in their host societies. Jews demonstrated
their patriotism by serving in army and
by praying for the welfare of their armies
in synagogues. This collection includes

prayers for British soldiers in the Crimean
War, the Indian Mutiny, the Boer War,
the First World War and also includes tiny
prayer books and history books for the
use of soldiers so they could be secreted
away into little pockets in a soldier’s
uniform. There are postcards for sending
home, including some photographic cards
showing soldiers participating in the Seder
night (Passover Eve) fully decked out in
German uniform. There are extraordinary
prints showing artists’ impressions of
prayers for Yom Kippur, the Day of
Atonement, during the Franco- Prussian
War.

A Haggadah (service for Passover) that
was produced for soldiers in the British
Army in the Boer War is probably the
first Haggadah ever produced for soldiers.
Some copies (unfortunately not mine)
contain the following printed letter:
…. It occurs to me that my brethren
who are fighting in South Africa may
……. desire to gather together in their
respective encampments on the 13th
April, the eve of Passover. I take the
liberty therefore of enclosing a copy of
a shortened form in English of Passover
Eve Service…. Let me at the same time
offer ……… best wishes for the health
and safety of all in the Queen’s service.
May the approaching festival whether
it appeals to them as Passover or Easter,
bring the elation of victory….. Alfred
Louis Cohen.
Amongst my favourite items are a book
dedicated to German Jewish Fighter
pilots and a small packet of photographs
published in Berlin during WW1. The
photos include Jewish chaplains on active
service and one memorable photo is of
a prayer book pierced by the bullet that
saved the life of the soldier who had it in
his pocket!

The material in this collection is rare as it
was not published commercially and given
its ephemeral nature makes it less likely to
survive and less likely to be acquired by
institutions at the time. Some of the items
are very poignant, for example, the Prayer
Book for Jewish Sailors and Soldiers starts
with a prayer for sailors and soldiers on
active service followed by a Prayer Before
a Battle in Hebrew and English – “Our
Father in Heaven, be with us at this hour!
Lead us through victory to peace...” and
there are prayers for the sick and wounded.
Amongst my favourites are Colonel
Wahab’s Notes on the Jews Serving in the
Bombay Army. Translated into Marathi …..
Bombay, 1879. In the English introduction
it quotes the Voice of Jacob, a London
Jewish newspaper from 1845 saying that
there were many ‘Beni- Israels’ in the
Bombay army and that they were well
behaved and good soldiers.’

What intrigues me is that sometimes
different types of materials were produced
for different armies or the emphasis was
sometimes different depending on the
country. For example, the Jewish Welfare
Board in America, founded 3 days after
America entered the First World War,
produced many postcards for soldiers to
send back home. There are also quite a
few German Jewish military postcards but
there are very few English ones.
I always wondered why there seemed to be
more items produced for German Jewish
soldiers than British ones during the First
World War and it was explained to me that
there were twice as many Jewish chaplains
in the German army (30 as opposed to
15). British Jewry is more centralised and
much of the material was issued by the
Chief Rabbi’s Office. I found very little
French material and after much hunting
found a prayer book for French Jewish
soldiers and a couple of pamphlets.
After the First World War there are a
number of ‘Books of Honour’ to record
the sacrifices, and honours received by
Jewish soldiers. Aside from the British
Jewry Book of Honour, there was an
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Australian Jewry Book of Honour, one
for Hungarian Jews, one for Bulgarian
Jews during the Balkan wars 19121918, and the most were published in
Germany, often related to the Jews of a
particular town. Much of the motivation
for producing these books was combating
rising anti-Semitism from the Fascists
who claimed that Jews were shirkers and
profiteers and to demonstrate the patriotic
and distinguished service of many Jewish
citizens. Rev Michael Adler was motivated
by this in producing the British Jewry
Book of Honour.
In contrast to the very substantial
and robust monument of the British
Jewry Book of Honour is the extremely
ephemeral cyclostyled newsletter, Magen
David ( Star of David), published by
Congregation Ohev Shalom (a group of
American Jewish Soldiers). It was initially
printed in Finschhafen, New Guinea, and
later in Yokahama Japan. It contained news
about Jews around the world especially
about the Holocaust survivors in Europe
and events in Palestine. There is also the
cyclostyled newsletter Kol Korea printed
in Seoul in 1946 advising soldiers of the
regional Sedarim (Passover Eve meals) in
Seol and Pusan.
Building this collection was both
fascinating and humbling – I am sure
there’s many a future PhD to be written
out of this material – and as Adolph Tuck
noted in his preface to the British Jewry
Book of Honour about Jewish soldiers,
“.... The sacrifices which they have made
for civilization and for freedom show
that those who have been accorded
equal liberties, irrespective of creed, have
not been found wanting at a time their
country had most need of them.”

pirates, engaged in acquiring proofs and
manuscripts from printers and publishers
to sell on the other side of the Atlantic,
were called, logically enough, bookaneers.
A species of rogue surely extinct in the
twenty-first century?
Perhaps not entirely.
Early this year I had run across a proof
copy of The Fall of Man in Winslow,
by David Lagercrantz, translated
from the Swedish. The novel was a
chronically slow piece of writing about
the personality of the renowned genius
Alan Turing, steeped in introspection
and light on action. A note on the back
cover told us that he had written a
sequel to Stieg Larsson’s “Millennium
Trilogy”, which would appear in English
later that summer. As a fan of the
trilogy, I awaited its coming with some
eagerness. Then I read a review of the
novel. While favourable, the reviewer
mentioned that it had been composed
with the permission of Larsson’s family,
who under Swedish law, apparently
owned all the rights to the work, despite
the existence of Larsson’s long-term
partner Eva Gabrielsson, who had in her
possession Larsson’s notes for the rest of
his projected ten-volume epic as well as
a draft of the first part of a fourth novel
in the series. Surely, in a world where
justice reigned supreme (despite evidence
to the contrary) Lagercrantz should have
been permitted access to that material.
But Swedish law was Swedish law, and
evidently, after the way Eva Gabrielsson
had been treated, there was no way she
would allow that to happen. So the
fourth novel, The Girl perts on

Bookaneers of the twenty-first century
EARLIER this year I had, for one of
my Catablogs, used the pen-name of
“Bookaneer”. This was a result of reading
Matthew Pearl’s The Last Bookaneer,
a leisurely but wholly absorbing novel
based on the activities of a couple of
literary pirates whose ambition was to
acquire the manuscript of the work
upon which Robert Louis Stevenson
was working in the South Seas. Before
international copyright agreements came
into force in the 1890s, such literary
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