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Rabbi Kalman Licht, born in 1820, was my grandfather’s grandfather. What I know of his life, and what I 

am presenting to my readers, I know from his diaries and from decades’ worth of detailed letters he wrote 

to his brother Sholom. (Both the diaries and the letters are currently in the hands of the American Jewish 

Historical Society, although they are technically speaking my personal property and are merely there on 

loan.) Here and there, I have reconstructed some of the dialogue that appears below. But every single 

detail presented herein derives directly from the man’s own words as recorded by himself in one written 

document or another.  

1838, the year my great-great-grandfather formally began to prepare for a career in the rabbinate under 

the tutelage of his teacher, Rabbi Asher Levitas, feels like a long time ago. It was a long time ago. Martin 

Van Buren, the first of our presidents to be born a citizen of the United States, was in the White House. 

The Seminole Wars were raging. The telegraph had just been invented. Mormonism had just been 

invented. Iowa had just been invented. It was, to say the least, a time of new things. But my great-great-

grandfather, apparently unimpressed with the options modernity offered, chose instead to spend the 

choicest years of his—or any young man’s—adolescence cloistered away in Rabbi Levitas’ yeshivah (in 

those days housed in two adjoining rooms on what was then called Baxter Street in the Five Points 

section of lower Manhattan) and to devote himself in the course of those years solely to his studies.  And 

there he stayed put until, in 1846 at age twenty-six, he was ordained after eight full years of study. He 

was, by all accounts, a very good student.  And he got a very good job too, being taken on almost 

immediately as the adjunct rabbi at the Manhattan Hebrew Congregation on Houston Street and then, 

upon the death of the incumbent, moving up to occupy the position of senior clergyperson. 

In those days, the Jews were a tiny minority of fewer than twenty thousand in a sea of almost seventeen 

million Americans. Three-quarters or so lived in or around New York. The upscale Germans lived 

uptown. The rest lived downtown. My grandfather’s grandfather lived just a few houses down from the 

synagogue he served in a manse provided for him and his family by the congregation. And he began, as 

far as I can tell from his letters, to make a name for himself almost immediately. He published pamphlets 

and he published books. He mainly preached in Yiddish, but occasionally—and to the delight of his 

younger congregants—in English. He maintained a strictly observant life style, but not precisely in the 



old European way. He trimmed his beard. He had the panache occasionally to appear in public wearing a 

non-black suit. (Although the only surviving photographs of my great-great-grandfather are sepia-tinted, 

he specifically references a navy blue suit in several diary entries.) He did not require his wife to wear a 

wig. He prided himself on his knowledge not only of rabbinic arcana, but of current events. To the 

amazement of many, he not only voted in national and local elections himself but encouraged his 

congregants, or in those days at least the men among them, to do likewise.  Even more daringly than that, 

he befriended local politicians and once actually invited Jacob Aaron Westervelt, then the mayor of New 

York City, to speak from his pulpit about the mayor’s vision for peaceful relations between the city’s 

religious and ethnic groups. And he himself preached regularly about current events as well, trying to 

frame the issues of the day in a way that would give his congregants a sense of how he believed Jewish 

people should feel about them. 

He was already well ensconced in his position when Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act as part of the 

Compromise of 1850. Understood by its supporters merely to constitute a return to one of the founders’ 

principles already enshrined in law—they were surely thinking of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, signed 

by President Washington on February 12th of that year, which very early on had made it a federal crime to 

assist an escaped slave—this renewal of that horrific law made it a crime punishable by a $1000 fine and 

six months’ imprisonment for a Federal marshal not  to arrest a runaway or for any citizen to offer a 

suspected runaway such elemental kindnesses as shelter or food, or even water. To say that it was not our 

country’s finest hour is to say nothing at all. Yet it is that specific piece of legislation that provides the 

background for the story I wish here to reconstruct based on my great-great-grandfather’s letters and 

diaries. 

*** 

“You’re being an idiot.” 

“I’m not. I’m being honest.” Rabbi Kalman Licht rose from his chair, opened a window, then sat back 

down. Then he got up again, closed the window, and poured himself a glass of cherry wine. Then he sat 

down again. 

“You’re being an honest idiot, then.” 

“That’s better than being a dishonest one, isn’t it?” 

Rachel’s eyes softened slightly. “Maybe,” she said, “but you’re still making yourself crazy over nothing.” 



“Over nothing?” Kalman Licht lifted his eyes to meet his wife’s, then quickly looked away. “A child’s 

life is nothing?”   

It was very late at night, late enough even for Manhattan to have quieted down for a few hours. And it had 

cooled off as well; the August heat had finally broken slightly and a cool breeze was coming in through 

the open parlor window.  The rabbi got up again, then walked to the window and glanced out at East 

Houston Street. And then he looked down yet again at the envelope in his hands, a letter that had arrived 

with the afternoon mail but which he had yet to open.  For what felt like the thousandth time, he 

scrutinized the outside of the envelope. His name and his address were still written clearly on the front.  

The postmark still indicated that the letter had been mailed in Baltimore three days earlier. There was still 

no return address.  But Rabbi Licht knew its author’s identity perfectly well.  He recognized his brother’s 

handwriting, for one thing.  And he also knew why it had been written and what news it had possibly 

been sent to convey.  There was, of course, some chance that the letter contained good news, that Thadd’s 

freedom had been purchased, that everything had worked out well. But that was not the way the envelope 

felt in the rabbi’s hands. It felt heavy—despite the fact that the envelope was too thin to contain more than 

a single leaf of paper—and ominous. 

As his own unanswered question hung on the humid air, Rabbi Licht allowed himself quickly to review 

where things stood. Had it really only been a single week since David Goldwasser had asked for his 

counsel? It felt like months. As such, the whole scene—the one featuring himself seated with David and 

the lawyer and the little boy in the Goldwassers’ library—seemed more like a play the rabbi had once 

seen than like an actual event in which he had personally participated.   

“So what are you going to do?” 

The rabbi sat down on the brocaded divan in the Lichts’ parlor and looked at his wife. “I don’t know,” he 

said eventually, his voice quiet. 

“You could open the envelope.” 

“I can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“I can’t face…I can’t own up to my own folly. I’ve done a terrible thing, Rachel. A terrible thing!” 

Rachel’s face softened as she sat down by her husband’s side. “Maybe it’s good news,” she said. 

“I don’t think so.” 



“You won’t know until you open the letter.” 

“I can’t.” 

“Yes, you can.”  Then, “Do you want me to?” 

“No.” 

“Then you open it.” 

The rabbi stood up again, this time to check that the bolt on the front door was properly set in place. Then 

he went back to the open window and looked out at the street for a few moments. Then he sat down again. 

He wiped a tear from his left eye with the heel of his right hand, then picked up an ivory letter opener and 

slit the envelope open.  Inside, as anticipated, was a single piece of paper. For a moment, Kalman Licht 

sat stock still. And then, his heart beating so wildly that for a moment he thought he could actually hear it, 

he took the paper from the envelope and unfolded it. 

“What does it say?” 

“It says I’m a fraud, a true idiot, and a fool.” 

“No, it doesn’t.” 

“It doesn’t? Read for yourself.” 

Rachel Licht took the letter from her husband’s hand. “Hanged by his own hand and buried this morning. 

Barukh dayan emess,” she read aloud. Then she refolded the letter and put it back into the envelope. 

“Barukh dayan emess,” she repeated. Blessed be the Judge of truth. Blessed be the just God Who 

determines the fate of all. 

“Barukh dayan emess,” the rabbi repeated almost automatically, wondering if he was the first murderer to 

recite the traditional blessing upon hearing of the death of his own victim. 

“You should go see Asher Levitas,” Rachel said quietly. 

“I’m too ashamed.” 

“Too ashamed to ask for advice, to ask for a way out?” 

“You think I need a way out?” 

“A way out of your own head, I meant. A way out of jail.” 



“I’m not in jail.” 

“Yes, Kalman, you are.”  

For a long moment, there was only silence in the Lichts’ parlor. And then, his mind apparently made up, 

Rabbi Licht lay down on the sofa and closed his eyes. Rachel went to bed. The night passed. Refusing to 

go to his own shul for the morning service, Rabbi Licht said his prayers at home. And then he set out to 

seek the counsel of Rabbi Asher Levitas, his teacher and mentor.  

Rabbi Asher Levitas was an imposing man. Although he had come to the United States in 1818—more 

than thirty years before Rabbi Kalman Licht set off down East Houston Street to consult with him—he 

dressed just as he had in Europe, wearing a long black coat over his black trousers and white shirt even in 

the dog days of summer.  Nor did he feel anything but pride in the fact that he had, at age eight-three, 

never read a book that could be considered even marginally suspect in terms of the orthodoxy of its 

theology.  And yet, for all the Old World baggage that he felt personally committed to shlep along with 

him through the years of his very long life, he nevertheless projected a warm, avuncular demeanor that 

made all who came into contact with him feel respected and liked. That he was gaunt, even to the point of 

looking haggard, somehow only added to his unexpected charm. As, for their part, did his sallow cheeks 

and the habitual dark circles under his eyes that said to all—or at least to most—that this was a man 

whose life was devoted to endless study, to scholarship, and to the writing of learned commentaries on 

sacred books.  This was clearly not a man who sunned himself in the park when he could be locked in his 

study. And yet, for all his earnestness, Rabbi Levitas exuded a friendliness to which almost no one, Jew 

and Gentile alike, was wholly immune. 

Although it was not even ten in the morning when Rabbi Licht knocked at his door, Rabbi Levitas had 

already been up for many hours, having put several hours of study in before the morning prayer service he 

attended daily.  Indeed, he was almost ready for his mid-morning meal when he set his pen down to 

receive his student and, for the last five years, his colleague. 

The windows in Rabbi Levitas’ book-lined study faced east and, as a result, the room was filled with 

warm, yellow light when Rabbi Licht stepped inside and, without waiting to be asked, sat down in one of 

the winged armchairs that faced Rabbi Levitas’ writing desk. For a long moment, neither rabbi said a 

word as each waited politely for the other to begin. Bertha, the rabbi’s housekeeper, brought a silver pot 

filled with hot coffee and a plate of fresh almond pastries, then withdrew. Both men, neither having yet 

said a single word, served themselves. A long moment passed. In one of the chestnut trees just outside the 

central window in the study, a crow cawed.  



 “So,” the older rabbi said, turning to face his visitor, “what do you need?” 

Rabbi Kalman Licht looked directly into his teacher’s sapphire-blue eyes. “I need to know how to undo 

something I have done, a sin.” 

“A sin?”  

“The worst sin.” 

“You could try to make right what you have done wrong.” 

“I killed a man.  And not even a man, really—a boy! Can I bring him back to life? Shall I lie down on top 

of him and breathe life back into his lungs like Elisha did for that poor woman’s son?” 

“Elisha ben Shafat was a saint, a tzaddik. None of us can hope to accomplish in our lifetimes what he 

managed to bring about with a few breaths. But there’s always another way….” 

“Another way? Do we have cities of refuge then to which a murderer might flee? To which I might flee?” 

Rabbi Kalman Licht began to weep freely now but without sobbing or, indeed, making any sound at all as 

the tears flowed silently down his face onto the front of his shirt. Nor did he attempt to speak as he wept, 

preferring to sit still and to allow his tears to speak more eloquently on his behalf than he felt mere words 

ever could. After a while, his nose too began to run and, producing a linen handkerchief from some inner 

pocket of his jacket, he blew his nose into it.  

For a long time, the room was perfectly still, but eventually the silence was simply too heavy to bear. 

“Tell me,” Rabbi Levitas said simply. 

Rabbi Kalman Licht looked up at his teacher and then, when he was ready and the tears he had shed had 

mostly dried on his face, he spoke.  

“I made so many mistakes in one half-hour that I can’t even count them. I should have come to you. I 

should have refused to answer on one foot. I should have requested—demanded—more time to think, to 

study, to consider the issue. But I did none of that. Instead,  I listened for a few minutes, then—more 

eager to show how learned I was than to open my heart to a child in need—I gave an answer. And now 

the child whose life was in my hands is dead.” 

“Did you strangle him with those hands?” 

“I might as well have.” 



“But you didn’t.” 

“It was only a week ago. David Goldwasser was waiting for me on the sidewalk when I came out of the 

house on my way to shul that morning. He had to talk to me, he said. Could I come to his home right after 

the service? He’d have a carriage waiting for me. All I had to do is agree and he’d do the rest. He sounded 

desperate, so I agreed. And, indeed, when I came out of shul three-quarters of an hour later his carriage 

was waiting for me. And twenty minutes after that I was walking into the Goldwasser home on Madison 

Square.  

 “I was escorted into the library and was amazed to find myself in the presence not only of David and his 

lawyer, the latter also a member of our congregation, but also of a young Negro child of about eleven or 

twelve years of age. The boy stood when I entered the room along with the others, then stepped forward 

to shake my hand and to introduce himself to me as Thaddeus Carver. I took his small hand in mind, 

wholly unaware that within a week his blood would stain my palms permanently. 

“Thadd, I was informed, was a runaway. How exactly he had managed to make his way from Virginia to 

Manhattan was not revealed to me. Probably that was all for the best.  Nor was it made clear to me what 

David’s specific role in the boy’s flight had been or, for that matter, still was.  This too was probably how 

things had to be. 

“David’s question was as simple as it was clear. He reminded me that the Torah itself forbids returning 

runaway slaves to their masters. (He hardly needed to recall those words to me—I’ve known them by 

heart since I read them aloud at my own bar-mitzvah.)  And then, specifically without saying how he had 

come to this impasse, he asked simply what he should do. This boy, this Thadd, had come into his care 

through a circuitous route that he clearly wished not to describe in detail. He was wholly sympathetic to 

the abolitionist cause, he admitted freely, but felt uncertain how to honor that sympathy now that aiding a 

slave in flight was an actual crime punishable by a thousand-dollar fine and six months of incarceration. 

He knew the well accepted legal principle that teaches that Jews everywhere must obey the law of the 

land in which they live. But what, David wished to know, was our obligation when the law of the land 

requires us to disobey a direct commandment of God?” 

My great-great-grandfather clearly had Rabbi Levitas’ full interest at this point. 

“And what was your answer, Kalman?” Rabbi Levitas asked quietly. 

“My answer? A decent man would have looked at this poor child and taken pity on him, would have 

remembered the Israelite children Pharaoh murdered and the others he willfully enslaved. A mensch 



would have taken this poor, brave lad in his arms and kissed his forehead and promised him he would be 

safe.  But I was afraid. Afraid to take a stand. Afraid to be involved. Afraid to face jail or a fine if some 

goyish court somewhere eventually determined that just by answering a congregant’s question I was 

somehow abetting the flight of a runaway slave.” 

“And what actually was your answer?” 

“My answer? My answer was to ignore the child whose hand I had just shook and instead to scramble to 

show what an illui I was, how I hardly needed a library because I myself was a walking basket of books. 

Preening like a peacock, I explained that the Torah law applies specifically to Gentile slaves who run 

away from their Jewish masters and somehow find their way to the Land of Israel. And then, because it 

wasn’t quite impressive enough for me just to be able to dredge up an obscure Rambam and quote it from 

memory, I went on to cite the original source in the Talmud as well. And then, to impress even further, I 

added that, as far as I could recall, the Shulchan Arukh omits to specify that the master has to be a Jew 

and extends the law even to the Gentile slaves of Gentile masters who find their way to Eretz Yisroel. But 

even the Shulchan Arukh itself applies the law solely to runaway slaves who cross the Jordan into the 

Holy Land, not to those who cross the North River into New York.” 

“What did your host say to all that?”  

“My host said nothing.” 

“And the lawyer?” 

“The lawyer also said nothing.” 

 “And the boy?”   

“I’m sure he had no idea at all what I was talking about.  But what did that matter to me? I had been asked 

a question and I answered it. Did I write the Talmud? Am I Rambam? Do I teach the law as I wish it to be 

or as I know that it truly is? That I was holding a child’s life in my hand didn’t strike me for a moment. 

The boy was in the hands of federal marshals within the hour. It was only later on that day that I began to 

feel guilty, that I suddenly realized the enormity of my error. I made some inquiries, discovered that the 

boy had been sent to Baltimore where he would be held until his master could retrieve him. I guessed the 

owner’s journey would take a few days, but he would obviously only set out after being notified that 

Thadd had been apprehended. I sent a letter on the coach that evening to my brother Sholom—my little 

brother, the one who owns a tannery in Baltimore and who married that Belgian giantess—I wrote to 

Sholom and told him that I had erred grievously, that I needed him to swing into action and buy that boy 



from his master, then free him. Or at least to keep him in Baltimore until I got there to redeem him myself 

and bring him back to New York City. I had the idea that we could educate him, help him find his way 

into a brighter future, maybe even raise the funds to free his parents and at least some of his siblings.  As 

stupid and dull-witted as I had been in David’s study, that was how energized I was with the desire to 

help this waif, this innocent.  Rachel was entirely behind me. We were not only going to help this boy, we 

were going to do it publicly and thereby set an example for kindness and for justice.” 

Rabbi Levitas, knowing that the story ended badly, spoke quietly now.  “But your brother failed to raise 

the money?” 

“Oh, no, it’s far worse than that. That would have been some sort of excuse, but the truth is that he didn’t 

need to raise the money at all. He had it. And he knew perfectly well that I was good for the sum. The 

next morning he went right to the bank and withdrew the four hundred dollars he was going to need to 

purchase Thadd from his master…if he could be there waiting when his owner got to town and if he could 

talk him into selling. Those were two big if’s, but in the end it was all moot—by the time Sholom got to 

the Baltimore City Jail, the boy was dead.” 

“How exactly did he die?” 

“He hanged himself in his cell with his own trousers. “ 

Rabbi Levitas looked at his student calmly and kindly. “You could say that he died while your brother 

was trying to redeem him.” 

“You could also say that I killed him myself, that I was asked to be kind to a terrified child and responded 

by quoting Maimonides.” 

My great-great-grandfather broke down at this point and wept openly. His teacher said nothing, however, 

and merely waited for him to calm himself. And then he spoke.  

“Kalman,” Rabbi Levitas said, “you didn’t kill the boy, but you plunged him into the despair that led to 

him taking his own life and for that you must answer. You recalled the first part of the verse—the part 

about not returning a runaway slave to his master and instead suffering him to live “wherever it pleaseth 

him to live,” the part everybody recalls—but you forgot the last words in the verse, the ones that also 

forbid oppressing such an umlal by failing to come to his aid” 

“And for me then there is no teshuvah, no way back?” 



Rabbi Levitas sat silently for a moment. “There is always a way back, Kalman,” he said quietly. “You 

know as well as I that the gates of teshuvah are never closed.” 

“So that’s it—I regret my folly and resolve to sin no more, and I’m done? A boy is still dead at his own 

hand, but I’m done and back in God’s good graces?” 

“No,” Rabbi Levitas said, still speaking so softly that his student had to strain to hear him, “that’s not it.” 

And then he stood up and pointed with the outstretched index finger of his right hand directly at my great-

great-grandfather’s heart. “To do teshuvah for a sin against another of God’s creatures you must seek 

forgiveness from the party you have wronged.” 

“And if that person is dead?” 

“Then you must do this,” Rabbi Levitas said, his voice stronger now and unwavering. “You must first 

make sure the child is buried in a decent grave and then you must go to that grave. Bring a minyan with 

you and in their holy presence you must confess what you have done and you must do so clearly and 

humbly. You must beg God to forgive you in their presence as well…and you must then offer up a sin 

offering to atone for your transgression.” 

“A sin offering? Bi-z’man she-ein beis ha-mikdosh kayyom mai ikka l’meimar? No one has offered up a 

chattas offering in a score of centuries!” 

“You will offer to God not the life of a goat but your own life…which you will devote for the rest of your 

days to seeking redress for the wrongs of this nation with respect to bondsmen held in service against 

their will. You will embrace the cause, Kalman. And you will make the slaves free.” 

“I will make free the slaves of America? How could I possibly do that?” 

“If you were able to close your heart to one child in need, you should be able to open your heart to 

hundreds of thousands of them…and so you shall.” 

*** 

And that is exactly what did happen. Through the sheer force of his personality, my great-great-

grandfather made the Manhattan Hebrew Congregation into a center of the local abolitionist movement. 

When Lysander Spooner, the nationally acclaimed author of The Unconstitutionality of Slavery came to 

New York in 1854, he became the first abolitionist leader to address the Jewish community from the 

pulpit of a synagogue and was introduced to the congregation and their guests by none other than Rabbi 

Asher Levitas himself. When Shadrach Minkins—a name now forgotten by most but briefly America’s 



most famous fugitive slave—was arrested in Boston and put on trial, my great-great-grandfather traveled 

to Boston and managed to draw a good deal of attention to himself by sitting barefoot on the courthouse 

steps with ashes smeared on his forehead as he read from the Psalms aloud in Hebrew—he said he was 

mourning the demise of freedom—while Minkins’ lawyers inside the building argued before Chief Justice 

Lemuel Shaw for their client’s release. And later on, after Minkins had been abducted from his own trial 

and successfully spirited off to Montreal where he spent the rest of his life as a free man, my great-great-

grandfather actually travelled to Canada to meet Minkins and to have a once-famous photograph taken 

together with him.  

Rabbi Levitas died in 1862, but my great-great-grandfather lived into his eighties and died in 1909 just 

three months before he would have turned ninety. And when he died, it fell to my grandfather to fulfill his 

own grandfather’s final request by traveling personally to Baltimore, finding Thaddeus Carver’s grave in 

the Little African Cemetery there (its granite marker paid for by his grandfather’s brother more than half a 

century earlier and still standing), and returning to New York to plant some grass on his grandfather’s 

grave by rooting the seed in soil taken from the final resting place of a young boy who so valued his 

personal freedom that he chose death over slavery.  

 


