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Jewish Cincinnati kicks off bicentennial year

By Carol Hershenson
Assistant Editor

A fourteen-month celebration 
of the bicentennial of the Jewish 
community in Cincinnati kicked 
off on Saturday night and Sunday, 
September 25-26, with events in 
the West End, one of the early 
centers of Jewish life in this city.

The first event of this celebra-
tion was a concert headlined by 
the Jewish American reggae and 
rap singer Matisyahu on Satur-
day night. The Sunday morning 
events began with the official re-
dedication of the Chestnut Street 
Cemetery. Opened in 1821, it was 
the first Jewish Cemetery west 
of the Allegheny Mountains and 
also the first Jewish community 
project, although individual Jews 
were already living in Cincinnati 

(beginning with the arrival of Jo-
seph Jonas in 1817). The proper-
ty, on the corner of Chestnut and 
Central Avenue, was acquired 
from Nicholas Longworth when 
Benjamin Lape (or Leib or Laib) 
approaching death, expressed 
a desire to be buried according 
to Jewish custom. The Chestnut 
Street Cemetery was closed in 
1849 during a cholera epidemic.

In preparation for this rededi-
cation, the gate and fence around 
the cemetery have been restored 
and repaired, as has the brick 
wall. A round brick plaza with a 
Star of David was added in front 
of the cemetery, along with two 
historical markers, one of which 
was unveiled at the rededica-
tion ceremony. The stones were 
cleaned but not repaired if bro-
ken nor straightened if crooked 

or fallen. Planned improvements 
to the plaza still to be completed 
include benches, a low fence be-
tween the flowers already plant-
ed and the sidewalk, and addi-
tional signage about the history 
of the Jewish and Black commu-
nities in the West End

Before the formal rededica-
tion, music was provided by the 
Anatevka Klezmer Band from In-
dianapolis. Historical re-enactors 
in period costumes introduced 
themselves in the cemetery, 
where the individuals they rep-
resented were buried: Joseph Jo-
nas; his wife Rachel and her sister 
(and wife of one of Jonas’ broth-
ers), Lucia Orah, who both died 
in their twenties; and Benjamin 
Lape himself. The historical re-
enactors were actors organized 
by the Playhouse in the Park. In 

addition to the four individuals 
buried in the cemetery, they in-
cluded Rabbi Dov Behr Manisch-
ewitz (1856, 1857 or 1858 - 1914), 
who invented in Cincinnati a 
mechanized process for creating 
kosher-for-Pesach matzo on a 
conveyer belt system within the 
mandated 18 minutes, and Mayor 
Murray Seasongood (1878-1983), 
who was instrumental in cleaning 
up the corruption of Cincinnati 
government from the preceding 
era of “Boss Cox”, and oversaw 
the installation of street lights, 
the expansion of the park system 
and the provision of clean water.

David Harris, Executive Direc-
tor of Jewish Cemeteries of Great-
er Cincinnati (JCGC), welcomed 
the audience to the rededica-
tion, at which there were a dozen 
speakers or presenters. Three 

rabbis spoke during the course of 
the program: Rabbi Elena Stein, 
Dr. Gary P. Zola and Rabbi Mer-
edith Kahane.

The West End Community 
Council was represented by two 
speakers: Fannie Shaw, Chair of 
the Beautification Committee, 
and Noah O’Brien, Vice Presi-
dent, who thanked the Jewish 
community for this investment 
in the West End and touched 
briefly on the rich history of the 
Betts-Longworth Historic District 
in which the cemetery is located

Larry Newman and Edward G. 
Marks, the current and first Presi-
dents of the JCGC board, repre-
sented that board. They outlined 
the history of JCGC, which was 

Rededication of the Chestnut Street Cemetery; a Walk Through History walking tour, and ish Festival were all a part of the Jewish Cincinnati Bicentennial kickoff.


