
Mendes I. Cohen 

Born: 1796 

Death: 1879 

Birthplace: Richmond, VA 

 

Mendes I. Cohen was the son of Israel Cohen, an immigrant from Oberdorf, Bavaria, and Judith 

Cohen, from Bristol, England. Israel’s brother, Jacob I. Cohen, was the first in the family to 

immigrate to North America, arriving in 1773 and ultimately settling in Richmond, VA. Israel 

Cohen and his wife joined Jacob there to build their family. Mendes was one of seven children who 

was born in Richmond.  When Israel Cohen died in 1808, Judith Cohen moved the family to 

Baltimore. At the age of eighteen, Mendes volunteered to serve and protect Fort McHenry during 

the bombardment of 1814. After the war, he entered into the family banking and lottery business 

with his brothers and conducted business at the various branches of J.I. Cohen, Jr. and Brothers.  

 

Mendes I. Cohen retired from business in 1829 and made an extensive foreign tour (1829 -1835) 

through Great Britain, Europe, Asia Minor, and the Middle East. While in Egypt, Cohen traveled up 

the Nile River and was the first American to bear the U.S. flag up the Nile after the ratification of 

the Treaty with Turkey.  While abroad, he acquired numerous objects and antiques (eventually 

numbering 680 objects!), including pieces from the great collection of Consul-General Salt. This 

collection was presented by his nephews to Johns Hopkins University in 1884, where it remains an 

integral part of the collection. Throughout his travels, Mendes Cohen spent time with European 

leaders, sheiks, and prominent individuals like the Rothschilds. He also attended events of 

international importance, such as the coronation of Queen Victoria.    

 

Mendes Cohen served a term in the Maryland House of Delegates from 1847 to 1848, where he 

introduced several important bills. He served many years as a trustee of the Baltimore & Ohio 

Railroad as well as the Fireman’s Insurance Company. Cohen was vice-president of the Hebrew 

Benevolent Society for over twenty years and was prominently identified with the establishment of 

a Jewish hospital in Baltimore. He was also a prominent member of various commercial and 

charitable associations, such as the Maryland Historical Society.  

 

theamazingmendes.com 



Before 1826, Maryland’s constitution required a belief in Christianity for a person to serve as a city 

councilman, senator, lawyer or a commissioned officer in the military. The state constitution declared, “All 

persons professing the Christian religion are equally entitled to protection in their religious liberty.” Mendes 

Cohen’s brother Jacob was very active in the fight to pass the Jew Bill and guarantee Maryland’s Jewish 

community political equality. Jews petitioned the state legislature and wrote letters to the editors of 

newspapers, trying to change the law. This change was officially called An Act for the Relief of the Jews in 

Maryland, or the Jew Bill. It became a law in 1826.   

 

 

Explore an excerpt from an original copy of the "Jew Bill," made in 1819 in the JMM’s 

online collection here.  

Provide each student a copy of the 

Jew Bill and a copy of The Maryland 

Advertiser.  

 

Explain to students that the copy 

of the Jew Bill is an authentic 

primary source from the 

collections of the Jewish Museum 

of Maryland. Whereas, The 

Maryland Advertiser is a fictional 

secondary source created by the 

JMM for this activity.  

 

Provide students the 

accompanying worksheet.  

 

 

 

 

 
Jew Bill Leaflet, 1819. JMM 

1987.82.1  

https://jewishmuseummd.pastperfectonline.com/archive/09DC3F4D-A17E-44C0-B0C8-875199412053


An Act for the Relief of the Jews in Maryland 

 

Be it enacted by the General Assembly of Maryland.  That every citizen of this State 

professing the Jewish Religion and who shall hereafter be appointed to any office or 

public trust under the State of Maryland shall in addition to the oaths required to be 

taken by the Constitution and Laws of the State, or of the United States, make and 

subscribe a declaration of his belief in a future State of Rewards and Punishments, in the 

stead of the declaration now required by the Constitution and form of Government of 

this State. 

 

And be enacted.  That the several clauses and sections of the declaration of rights, 

Constitution and form of Government and every part of any law of this State contrary 

to the provisions of this act, so far as respects the Sect of people aforesaid shall be and 

the same is hereby declared to be repealed and annulled on the confirmation hereof. 

 

And be it enacted.  That if this act shall be confirmed by the General Assembly of 

Maryland after the next election of Delegates in the first Session after such new 

election as the Constitution and forms of Government directs, in such case this Act and 

the alterations of the said Constitution and form of Government shall constitute and be 

valid. 

 

By the Senate Delegates 

February 26th 1825 

This engrossed Bill the original 

Of which passed the Senate 

House on the 25th February 1825 

was this day read and 

assented to 

By Order Wm Kilty, Clk 





1. Before the Jew Bill was passed, Christianity was a required belief for which professions? 

 

 

 

2. What steps did Jews take to change the requirement of taking a Christian oath? 

 

 

 

3. What was The Philadelphia Aurora’s response to the 1819 Jew Bill’s failure? 

 

 

 

4. Was the Jew Bill a state law or a national law? 

 

 

5.  Thomas Kennedy was a legislator who championed the Jew Bill, even though he had never met a Jew before. Why 

do you think he fought so hard for it? Is it important for people to fight for other people’s rights? Why? 

 

 

 

6.  Almost 200 years ago, the Jew Bill granted political equality to Maryland’s Jewish community. Can you think of any 

other times in American history when groups have had to struggle for equality? 

The Jew Bill 

Maryland’s state constitution, ratified in 1776, included a clause stating that all citizens had to declare 

their faith in Christianity in order to participate as full citizens of the state. The Jew Bill was a bill 

designed to give Maryland Jews full rights as citizens. It failed several times before finally passing in 

1826. Look at the copy of The Maryland Advertiser and the text of the Jew Bill and answer the 

following questions. 


