
Notes About this Presentation
• This presentation was created for an adult education 

presentation at Temple Beth Sholom, a Reconstructionist 
Synagogue in Salem, Oregon 

• The information is based off of lectures, site visits, readings, 
documentaries, and additional research from the July 2019 NEH 
Landmarks of American History and Culture Workshop for 
School Teachers, “The Most Southern Place on Earth: Music, 
Culture, and History in the Mississippi Delta” 

• Other sources used for reference are cited on the slides or in 
the notes below each slide. 

• The Documentary “Delta Jews” from the Mississippi Humanities 
Council used for this presentation is available for purchase or 
streaming rights online 

• Benjy Nelken and Richard Dattel at the Hebrew Union 
Congregation provided additional information 

• Many of the photos in the slides were taken by me (Deborah 
Bellemore) at the workshop.  Visuals from other sources are 
cited in the notes beneath the slides.



Jews in the  
“Most Southern Place 

on Earth”
What I learned in the Mississippi 

Delta



What do you know?

•What words come to mind when you 
think of Mississippi? 

•What  do you think of when you imagine 
Jews in Mississippi?



Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
Geography
•Boundaries:  
•Mississippi River in 

the west and Yazoo 
River in the east 

•Memphis, Tennessee 
in the north and 
Vicksburg, 
Mississippi in the 
south 

•Alluvial flood plain

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/thumb/4/4c/
Mississippi_Yazoo_Delta.jpg/220px-
Mississippi_Yazoo_Delta.jpg



https://upload.wikimedia.org/
wikipedia/commons/thumb/a/
ac/
Mississippi_Delta_SVG_Map.svg/
300px-

•Sites of interest 
that I visited



Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
Geography
•Rich soil formed by 
flood deposits over a 
thousand years 

•River is the high ground 
in the delta 

•Originally covered by 
hardwood forests



Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
History
•Settlement began                                            
closest to the river and                                      
forests were cleared for                                          
the growing of cotton in the fertile soil 

•Small number of white landowners became 
rich using the labor of enslaved blacks 

•African Americans were the majority of the 
population in the region 

•Settlement in the lowest areas were not 
completed until after the Civil War



Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
History
•Settlement in the lowest areas were not 
completed until after the Civil War 

•Railroads bought land in the delta, 90% 
of acreage was within 5 miles of railroad 
tracks by 1906 

•Levees (earthen mounds) were built to 
protect against flooding

https://www.leveeboard.org/css/pics/
levee1.gif



Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
History
• In 1880, two-thirds of 
the members of the 
merchant class were 
born outside of the U.S. 

•Chinese 

• Russian Jews 

• Lebanese/Syrian

http://
www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/
images/204t.jpg 
Sidewalk tiles in front of the 
former J. Kantor clothing store 
in Greenwood, Mississippi, 
recall the prominence of 
Jewish retailers in the 
community.  

Photo courtesy The Goldring/
Woldenberg Institute of Southern 
Jewish Life

http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/images/204t.jpg
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/images/204t.jpg
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/images/204t.jpg


Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
History
• In 1890, a new state constitution was 
passed that disenfranchised most 
African Americans 

• In 1900, African Americans owned 2/3 of 
the farms, but by 1910, 92% were tenant 
farmers and sharecroppers 

•More lynchings than any other region 
between 1870 and 1930



Background on the  
Mississippi Delta: 
History
•1927 Flood 
devastated the region 
and had an especially 
negative impact on 
African Americans 

•Widely known as the 
birthplace of blues 
music (such as this 
site at Dockery 
Farms)

http://
www.mshistoryno
w.mdah.ms.gov/
images/217.jpg



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
History

• Jewish people were a part of the earliest 
settlement 

•Many came to sell goods as traveling 
peddlers 

•Greenville became home to many Delta 
Jews



Jews in the 
Mississippi 
Delta: 
Greenville



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

•The congregation began in                           
the 1870s 

•Early settlers were mostly                            
German Jews, who were better educated 
followed later by Russian Jews 

•The first and fourth mayors of Greenville 
were Jewish 

•First Rabbi came in 1880 (spoke English, 
German, Hebrew) 

• It was a Reform congregation



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

•Benjy Nelken and Richard 
Dattel provided background on 
the Hebew Union 
Congregation and gave a tour 
of the museum there 



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

• Jewish merchants 
played a significant 
role in the economic 
life of the area 

•This helped them 
integrate into the 
white community in 
Greenville

http://www.greenvillehistorymuseum.com/
markers/page26a.html

https://www.isjl.org/uploads/
2/4/2/2/24228391/7621961.jpg 

http://www.greenvillehistorymuseum.com/markers/page26a.html
http://www.greenvillehistorymuseum.com/markers/page26a.html
https://www.isjl.org/uploads/2/4/2/2/24228391/7621961.jpg
https://www.isjl.org/uploads/2/4/2/2/24228391/7621961.jpg
https://www.isjl.org/uploads/2/4/2/2/24228391/7621961.jpg


Jews in the 
Mississippi 
Delta: Greenville

https://www.isjl.org/mississippi-
greenville-encyclopedia.html

• Sam Stein even 
went on to create 
a national chain 
of department 
stores

https://www.isjl.org/mississippi-greenville-encyclopedia.html
https://www.isjl.org/mississippi-greenville-encyclopedia.html


Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

• In 1906 the current building was finished 
at a cost of $30,000 

• (seats 350 people)Everything is original 
except the seats 

•Stained glass was made in St. Louis 

•Pipe organ 

•Pine floors







Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

•When the synagogue 
was built there were 
75-80 families 

• It grew until the 1960s 
when mechanization 
displaced workers 



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

•Currently there are 6 
Torahs, including one 
rescued from the 
Holocaust 

•They currently have a 
part-time rabbi, Debra 
Kasoff, that comes from 
Jackson, Mississippi 
twice a month



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville
• Jewish people in 
Greenville were 
accepted by the white, 
Christian community 

•“Greenville was an 
oasis of tolerance,” 
according to Benjy 

•Not much 
antisemitism         
(but not nonexistent as 
demonstrated at right)



Jews in the Mississippi Delta: 
Greenville

• Jews in Mississippi are more Southern 
than Jewish, according to Benjy Nelken 
(and by this the implication is Southern 
white)



Video: “Delta Jews”

•We will now watch at video that give 
some background on Jews in the 
Mississippi Delta region. 

• It provides insight into both the 
difficulties of being Jewish in an area 
without a lot of supports, and also the 
ways in which white Jews shared the 
norms of other whites in the South.



Jews in the Mississippi Delta Today

•Today there are fewer than 
300 Jewish people in the 
Mississippi Delta 

•During my tour of the 
Greenville synagogue, 
docent Richard Dattel 
expressed some regret at 
the racism of the past but 
also shared the economic 
necessity of maintaining 
“white” ways 



Processing

•What aspects of the Jewish community in 
the Mississippi Delta are similar to those in 
our area? 

•How are the communities different? 

•Was there anything surprising that you 
learned? 

•Rabbi Eli presented a talk on Jews as not 
being white.  Did the information your saw 
today change your perspective on that 
topic? 

•What questions do you still have?



Questions and Wrap-up

•Are there other questions I can answer? 

Thanks for coming today!


