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ligiosas que trajeron a los Estados Unidos fue la in-
mersión en una mikve, un baño ritual judío. Una mikve 
construida para uso comunitario entre ca. 1912 y 1926 
se había mencionado en las historias orales de Ports-
mouth, pero ca. 1901 se demolió la casa en la que se 
construyó y se usó, y no existía documentación. Hoy 
en día, el vecindario donde se construyeron esa casa y 
mikve es parte del Museo Strawbery Banke, un museo 
de historia al aire libre en Portsmouth, New Hamp-
shire. Una escuela de campo arqueológica dirigida por 
un museo, en colaboración con la comunidad local 
de interesados, se propuso localizar y documentar la 
mikve y su fuente de agua viva. Su excavación propor-
cionó evidencia material de una práctica histórica 
importante. En este artículo también se ofrece una 
descripción general de otras mikvot excavadas en el 
este de los EE. UU. y se considera la importancia de 
la investigación arqueológica y el reconocimiento de 
estas características para la investigación sobre la diás-
pora judía.

Résumé Le quartier de Puddle Dock accueillait 
de nombreuses familles juives d’Europe de l’Est au 
début du 20ème siècle. L’une des traditions culturelles 
et religieuses qu’elles ont apportées aux États-Unis 
était l’immersion dans un mikveh, un bain rituel juif. 
Un mikveh construit pour une utilisation communau-
taire approximativement entre 1912 et 1926 avait été 
mentionné dans les histoires orales de Portsmouth, 
mais la bâtisse datant de 1901 dans lequel il avait été 
construit puis utilisé a été démolie, et aucune docu-

Abstract The Puddle Dock neighborhood was 
home to many Eastern European Jewish families at 
the turn of the 20th century. One of the cultural and 
religious traditions they brought to the United States 
was immersion in a mikveh, a Jewish ritual bath. A 
mikveh constructed for community use between ca. 
1912 and 1926 had been mentioned in Portsmouth 
oral histories, but the ca. 1901 house in which it was 
built and used was demolished, and there was no 
documentation. Today the neighborhood where that 
house and mikveh were constructed is part of Straw-
bery Banke Museum, an outdoor history museum in 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire. A museum-directed 
archaeological field school, in collaboration with the 
local stakeholder community, set out to locate and 
document the mikveh and its source of living water. 
Its excavation provided material evidence of an 
important historical practice. This article also gives 
an overview of other mikvot excavated in the eastern 
U.S. and considers the importance of archaeologi-
cal investigation and recognition of these features for 
research on the Jewish Diaspora.

Resumen El barrio de Puddle Dock fue el hogar de 
muchas familias judías de Europa del Este a principios 
del siglo XX. Una de las tradiciones culturales y re-
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mentation n’existait. De nos jours, le quartier où cette 
demeure et le mikveh avaient été édifiés font partie 
du Strawbery Banke Museum, un musée d’histoire en 
extérieur à Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Une école 
d’archéologie dirigée par le musée, en collaboration 
avec la communauté locale intéressée, ont entrepris de 
localiser et documenter le mikveh et sa source d’eau 
naturelle. Les fouilles ont permis de mettre à jour des 
preuves matérielles d’une pratique historique impor-
tante. Cet article est également une présentation d’un 
autre mikvot découvert dans l’est des États-Unis et il 
examine l’importance de l’enquête archéologique et 
la reconnaissance de ces caractéristiques pour la re-
cherche sur la diaspora juive.

Keywords Jewish Diaspora · New England · 20th 
century · museum archaeology · religion

Introduction

In the summer of 2014, Strawbery Banke Museum 
archaeologists and field-school students excavated at 
the site of an historical house that had been demolished 
during urban renewal in the 1960s. The site is referred 
to as the Pecunies site (named for the final family in 
residence before it was razed). No prior excavations 
had been undertaken at the Pecunies site. However, 
oral histories suggested that a mikveh, a bath used for 
Jewish ritual purposes, had been built in the house. 
No documentary evidence of such use for the house 
existed, and, until deed research revealed that the house 
had once been owned by the nearby synagogue, Tem-
ple Israel, there was no known connection between this 
house site and the area’s Jewish community.

As part of Strawbery Banke’s founding mission, 
the museum is committed to promoting understand-
ing of the lives of individuals who inhabited the 
neighborhood, and Strawbery Banke continues to 
celebrate the multicultural history of Puddle Dock 
through its houses and daily programming. Although 
archaeological investigation has gone on at the 
museum since 1967 and contributed many details to 
understanding life at Puddle Dock, most excavations 
have been focused on areas surrounding extant struc-
tures. Little research has been done around the many 
houses that were demolished during urban renewal 

until, in the early 2000s, former Strawbery Banke 
Museum archaeologist Sheila Charles and former 
curator of historic landscapes John Forti held several 
discussions about areas of the landscape that were yet 
unexplored.

Charles believed that evidence of the mikveh 
to which oral histories referred would add a new 
dimension to both the archaeological record and to 
the museum’s understanding of Puddle Dock’s cul-
tural diversity (Sheila Charles 2020, pers. comm.). 
Charles added: “With my cherished Jewish herit-
age, I was very interested in learning more about 
the Jewish immigrants of Portsmouth and improving 
my understanding of my own family’s immigration 
story” (Sheila Charles 2020, pers. comm.). As it hap-
pened, in 2014 the museum also featured an exhibit 
titled “Finding Home: Neighborhood of Newcomers,” 
which encouraged visitors to trace the histories of 
Puddle Dock residents as well as to record their own 
family stories (McCartin 2014b). The mikveh exca-
vation proved to support Strawbery Banke’s mission 
and strengthen programming for the many staff and 
visitors interested in Jewish history and culture.

A mikveh is a bath for ritual immersion and purifi-
cation that is important in traditional Jewish practice 
and must contain naturally flowing water (Johnston 
2016:vii; Wenger 2021). According to the Mishnah 
(a written collection of Jewish oral traditions), mikvot 
should be built into the ground or into an integral 
part of a building rather than being a removable tub 
(Danby 1933). Many mikvot associated with syna-
gogues are typically located in basements or on 
ground floors, since from a mikveh-construction per-
spective it is easier to excavate space in the ground 
(Bergoffen 1997). Natural bodies of water, including 
ponds, springs, rivers, and the ocean, are also suitable 
for the ritual of immersion, according to the Mishnah 
(Danby 1933). Some of Portsmouth’s Jewish resi-
dents may have also used the nearby Piscataqua River 
waterfront for ritual immersion in place of a built 
mikveh. Jewish oral histories recall “Palestine Beach” 
(Sherman 1998), a waterfront access point “located 
off Mechanic Street … near the old Point of Graves 
cemetery” (Portsmouth Herald 1923a). However, 
evidence of a constructed mikveh associated with the 
local synagogue would be of special interest to Ports-
mouth’s contemporary Jewish community.
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Community Research Goals

When I started working at Strawbery Banke in 2012, 
I was in the midst of my dissertation research, which 
was a collaborative project with tribal historic pres-
ervation officers in southern New England. I realized 
that the mikveh investigation would require the same 
sensitivity to the interests of the descendant com-
munity as my work with tribal historic preservation 
officers. This realization was confirmed upon making 
a field trip to a modern mikveh at Mayyim Hayyim 
in Newton, Massachusetts, along with Charles and 
her synagogue’s sisterhood group. As in my disser-
tation research, the success of this project depended 
on understanding how people maintain cultural ties 
in new surroundings; in this case, by exploring the 
historical and contemporary significance of mikvot, 
rather than cultural and religious tribal landscapes.

As I began to develop a research plan, my approach 
was influenced by my engagement with and commit-
ment to the methods of collaborative and Indigenous 
archaeologies. Indigenous archaeology is defined as 
“an expression of archaeological theory and practice 
in which the discipline interacts with indigenous val-
ues, knowledge, practice, ethics, and sensibilities” 
(Nicholas 2008:1660). The methods of Indigenous 
archaeology have benefited from the contributions of 
many Native American scholars as well as from inter-
sections with archaeology of the African diaspora, 
feminist archaeology, community-based participatory 
research, and other methodologies.

As modern archaeologists interrogate the “archaeolog-
ical claims to be stewards of the past” (Phillips and Allen 
2011:21), many have sought to involve current stake-
holders in the process. For example, Michael Blakey’s 
“ethical client”–based model, developed during his work 
at the New York African Burial Ground, sought input 
from community members to help inform the research 
design (Blakey 2008:21). In Connecticut, the Mohegan 
Archaeological Field School “takes shape from current 
Tribal needs and research interests” (Cipolla and Quinn 
2016:120). Sonya Atalay’s “braided knowledge” idea 
seeks to intertwine community knowledge “with archaeo-
logical data to create new and richly textured interpreta-
tions of the past” (Atalay 2012:27). As Stephen Silliman 
points out, the aims, themes, and benefits of collaborative 
research might “simply be ‘archaeology’” in the 21st cen-
tury (Silliman 2008:4).

Collaboration is beneficial to archaeological 
research and improves access to multiple stories of 
the past for all parties involved. Although archaeolo-
gists’ goals may sometimes come into conflict with 
community goals (Atalay 2012), it ultimately benefits 
archaeologists to work through and mitigate potential 
conflicts. When research is designed with commu-
nity participation, “research questions, designs, and 
outcomes are expanded beyond that which an archae-
ologist alone might generate” (McAnany and Rowe 
2015:506). This is particularly important for com-
munities whose histories may be underrepresented 
in the historical record. There is a pressing need for 
collaborative research to understand American Jewish 
history and archaeological resources more fully.

It was crucial to understand the importance of 
the ritual tradition of mikveh immersion from the 
perspective of Portsmouth’s Jewish community. I 
worked closely with community members to ensure 
that, in the model of Indigenous and collaborative 
archaeologies, this research was of interest to them 
and that it would offer a way for the broader pub-
lic to understand the complexities of Jewish history 
in the United States. The question was, what would 
make the mikveh investigation meaningful to various 
stakeholders?

At Strawbery Banke, a museum that receives over 
100,000 visitors a year, staff members are conscious 
of being part of the museum-visitors’ experience, 
including during archaeological excavations. Since 
the museum is made up of buildings and sites that 
are part of Portsmouth’s historical fabric, including 
homes furnished to represent the lived experiences 
of people from 1919, 1944, and 1955, the staff also 
respects direct and local connections to this place. For 
this project, stakeholders included former residents of 
the Puddle Dock neighborhood (especially Pecunies-
family members who had grown up in the house and 
descendants of Portsmouth’s early 20th-century Jew-
ish community) as well as current Temple Israel staff 
and congregants, and other museum staff, museum 
visitors, and field-school participants.

In 2013 I began meeting with Temple Israel staff 
and congregants to help develop my research plan. 
The stakeholders I met with provided some relevant 
background information about Portsmouth’s Jew-
ish history, but, more importantly, they offered some 
questions that helped direct the project’s research 
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questions. As in other collaborative projects, my 
broad archaeological goals were complemented by 
community members’ interest in the individual people 
and daily lives of their ancestors (Morris 2014:165). 
Temple Israel community members were particularly 
interested in the construction details of the mikveh 
and whether it could be determined for whom it was 
built and how it was used.

The objectives of this project were to locate and 
confirm the existence of an early 20th-century mikveh 
and to learn more about the experiences of Ports-
mouth’s Jewish community. The excavations were 
successful in locating the mikveh and establishing the 
details of its construction. In this article I discuss the 
value of a community-based archaeological investi-
gation of an early 20th-century ritual space in Ports-
mouth’s Puddle Dock neighborhood and place this 
site in context with other research on American Jew-
ish history and the Jewish history of Portsmouth.

Puddle Dock’s Jewish History

Colonial American Jewish history begins with the peo-
ple who fled Roman Catholicism on the Iberian Pen-
insula and who became known in the American colo-
nies as “Sephardic Jews” (Sarna 2004:4–5). Sephardic 
Jewish communities established on the American East 
Coast included those in Savannah, Georgia; Charles-
ton, South Carolina; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and 
Newport, Rhode Island, where the Touro Synagogue 
was built in 1763, making it the oldest synagogue in 
the U.S. (Sarna 2004:19–21). In New Hampshire, 
the first documented Jewish residents were William 
Abrams and Aaron Moses, who arrived in neighboring 
New Castle from Palestine in 1693 (Sherman 1998:1). 
Abrams and Moses may have identified as Sephardim 
(Lehmann 2008), but there was no New Hampshire 
Sephardic community at this time.

The first Jewish residents of Portsmouth were Abraham 
and Rachel Isaac, who arrived in 1789 from Prussia by way 
of England (Sherman 1998:1). The Puddle Dock neighbor-
hood was at the center of New Hampshire’s 18th-century 
merchant business community (Robinson 2007), and the 
Isaacs’ choice to settle here was likely influenced by Ports-
mouth’s busy port status (Sherman 1998). The Isaacs oper-
ated a prosperous shop, selling English wares, and ultimately 
built a large house on State Street now marked with a bronze 
plaque (Sherman 1998:2–5).

The majority of Jewish immigrants to the U.S. 
through the mid-1870s were Ashkenazi Jews from 
Central Europe, including Germany, Poland, and 
Prussia, who, like Protestants and Catholics from 
that region, were struggling to find employment 
and looked to the U.S. for new opportunities (Sarna 
2004:64). Although Portsmouth’s position as a major 
port declined, the introduction of the railroad and 
the development of the shipbuilding industry offered 
new jobs and helped the city’s residents to thrive in 
the 19th century. Portsmouth attracted those seek-
ing work at the local Frank Jones brewery or at the 
Portsmouth Naval Shipyard (Robinson 2007:88). 
Throughout the 19th century, the Jewish popula-
tion of Portsmouth grew (Sherman 1998). In 1856 a 
local newspaper advertisement for a shohet, or ritual 
slaughterer, suggests that there was a growing need 
for a kosher butcher in the area (Sherman 1998:5).

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the third 
and largest wave of Jewish immigrants came to the U.S. 
from Eastern European countries, including Russia, 
Romania, and Ukraine (Sarna 2004:151). In that period 
they were fleeing persecution in the aftermath of the 
1881 assassination of Tsar Alexander II, the destruc-
tive pogroms incited in its wake, and the oppressive 
May Laws of 1882 following the accession of Alexan-
der III (Ingersoll 1971:144; Pinello et al. 1999:7; Sarna 
2004:152). Between 1881 and 1914, over two million 
Jews came to the U.S. (Dwork 1986:102). In some 
cases, German Jews already established in the eastern 
U.S. formed charitable organizations to assist more 
recent Jewish arrivals (Spencer-Wood 1999:288), and 
many Eastern Europeans helped one another reestab-
lish religious observances (Lightstone 2011).

In Portsmouth there were at least 16 Jewish fami-
lies by 1900, double the number of two decades 
earlier (Sherman 1998:6), and Jewish tenants and 
landowners continued to settle in the Puddle Dock 
neighborhood (Ingersoll 1971:135). The neighbor-
hood demographics shifted, and the changing econ-
omy and population of Portsmouth led to a turn in 
the public perception of the once-prosperous Puddle 
Dock neighborhood. The colonial-era houses became 
crowded and began to look dated, and the tidal inlet 
that was once central to the neighborhood and its 
economy had become clogged with silt and trash so 
it was no longer accessible by watercraft (Robinson 
2007:110). By 1904 the Puddle Dock tidal inlet had 
been filled in, creating more buildable land.
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Soon private scrapyards were established on the 
former waterway, representing new business opportu-
nities (Robinson 2007:110). The scrap-metal industry 
thrived, expanding opportunities for residents of the 
neighborhood, including its new arrivals (Pinello and 
McKernan 1999:7). The land surrounding the filled-
in tidal inlet was occupied largely by Jewish residents 
and their scrap businesses. Common Jewish “skilled 
occupations” listed at the turn of the century included 
carpentry, woodwork, blacksmithing, and steel- and 
ironwork (Joseph 1914:142), skills that would have 
been useful in the scrap business (Ingersoll 1971:140) 
and perhaps led to higher income levels in the more 
open American economy (Lederhendler 2009:87). 
Prominent Jewish scrap dealers in Portsmouth 
included Menashe Polimer and his son (Sherman 
1998:6; Ingersoll 1971:137), Shepsel Millhandler, 
and Peter Hooz and Moses Goose,1 and their relative 
Jacob Zeidman (Ingersoll 1971:137).

It was important for the growing community to 
have a place to worship, as well as one for social-
izing, celebrating together, and continuing Hebrew 
education (Spencer-Wood 1999:297). At first, reli-
gious meetings of a minyan (10 Jewish men) were 
held in private homes, including those of Menashe 
Polimer and Harry Sussman (Sherman 1998). By 
1905 Portsmouth was home to 26 Jewish families 
(Sherman 1998:87), or about 100 people (Ingersoll 
1971). In 1910 Temple Israel was founded to organ-
ize and anchor the Orthodox community. The local 
Portsmouth Herald newspaper reflected the growth 
of the Jewish community and the founding of Temple 
Israel. For example, on the 7 April 1911 front page, 
one headline read: “Hebrews Will Observe Feast of 
Passover,” and the paper went on to explain the his-
tory of Passover and the events surrounding its cele-
bration (Portsmouth Herald 1911b). In October 1911, 
an article titled “The Jewish Celebration” described 
the observance of Yom Kippur and the roles of vari-
ous members of the congregation (Portsmouth Herald 
1911c).

The community had grown to about 50 Jewish 
families by 1911, and the Temple Israel board pur-
chased the former Portsmouth Methodist Church 
on the corner of State and Washington streets for a 

synagogue (Portsmouth Herald 1911a). The 202 State 
Street address was desirable because of its proximity 
to the many Jewish families who lived in the Puddle 
Dock neighborhood, which allowed congregants to 
walk (rather than ride) to the synagogue on Shabbat 
and Holy Days (Sherman 1998:19). Temple Israel 
opened its State Street doors on 8 September 1912 
after a parade and a dedication ceremony attended 
by “many prominent citizens” and including remarks 
from Portsmouth mayor D. W. Badger, “who in 
behalf of the city offered his congratulations to the 
Jewish American citizens on their new home” (Ports-
mouth Herald 1912b). The synagogue is still open in 
this location today, making it the oldest Jewish place 
of worship in New Hampshire.

The first congregation at the new synagogue was 
led by Harry Liberson. He was 20 years old in 1906 
when he answered an ad that the temple had placed in 
a New York City newspaper (Sherman 1998:12–13). 
Liberson was born in Russia (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus 1910) and had studied for the rabbinate in Europe, 
but was never ordained (Sherman 1998:13). However, 
the hiring committee found him knowledgeable on 
religious topics, rituals, and the Hebrew and Yiddish 
languages, and, after a one-year trial, he remained in 
Portsmouth for 65 years, serving as a religious leader 
until 1937, as well as teacher, mohel, cantor (Sher-
man 1998:13), and Ward 5 councilman (Portsmouth 
Herald 1914). As a shohet, certified to slaughter ani-
mals for food as prescribed by Jewish law, Liberson 
also opened the first kosher butcher shop in Ports-
mouth (Sherman 1998) and served the community as 
a grocer out of his duplex home at 91 Water Street2 
(W. A. Greenough & Co. 1916:169).

Pecunies Site at 90 Jefferson Street

A house at 90 Jefferson Street was about one block 
west of Liberson’s home and grocery store. It was 
built around or after 1901 and demolished dur-
ing urban renewal in the 1960s. The site is approxi-
mately 0.2 mi. from the front door of Temple Israel 
on State Street, or about a 4 min. walk. Homeowners 
Melvin and Georgie Gould sold the house and par-
cel to Kate Levi, Rose Cohen, and Max Gelman in 

1 “Hooz” and “Goose” were different spellings of the same 
family name (Ingersoll 1971:137). 2 Water Street was renamed Marcy Street in the 1930s.
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1912 (Rockingham County Registry of Deeds 1912). 
Levi, Cohen, and Gelman were all Russian Jews 
affiliated with Temple Israel, evidently representing 
the Hebrew Ladies’ Society when they purchased 
the Gould house.3 A blurb in the Portsmouth Herald 
included details about the sale of Melvin and Geor-
gie Gould’s house beyond those in the deed: “For a 
club house, the Hebrew Ladies’ Society has bought 
the Melvin C. Gould House on Jefferson Street. It is 
said that the house will be occupied as a club home 
and that a section of the building will probably be 
reserved for Cantor Harry Libberson and his family” 
(Portsmouth Herald 1912a).

The “Portsmouth Ladies’ Hebrew Association” 
is listed in the American Jewish Committee’s 1912 
yearbook (Friedenwald 1912:253), and Temple Israel 
records indicate that it organized as the “Ladies’ 
Hebrew Aid Society” in 1917, when 50 women 
“agreed to dedicate themselves to work for the relief 
of the Jews suffering in the European war” (Sher-
man 1998:112). American Hebrew ladies’ societies 
were charitable organizations (Friedenwald 1912) 
that sponsored social events and provided traditional 
elements of Jewish culture at dances, performances, 
and other celebrations (Morawska 1996:143). Addi-
tionally, other places in New England for meetings of 
a minyan were also referred to as “club houses”; for 
example, around 1896 in Newburyport, Massachu-
setts, “the Jewish grocery store was the clubhouse” 
(Warner and Srole 1945:225).

City directories list several tenants in the 1910s, 
including Jewish community members Joseph Leav-
itt and Barney Cohen.4 In the summer of 1923 the 
house appeared in the Portsmouth Herald again: “TO 
LET—2 rooms, 90 Jefferson St. Men only. No drink-
ing men allowed. $2 a room” (Portsmouth Herald 
1923b). Levi, Cohen, and Gelman then sold the house 
to Temple Israel in November 1923 (Rockingham 
County Registry of Deeds 1923). Temple Israel main-
tained ownership of the house until January 1926, 
at which time the temple trustees sold the house for 
unknown reasons.

The back walls of the main sanctuary of Temple 
Israel are lined with memorial plaques listing the 
deceased members of the community. Small light-
bulbs next to the names indicate the honoring of the 
yahrzeit, or anniversary of death, when lit. Many of 
the memorials are for the founders and trustees of 
Temple Israel who had signed the 90 Jefferson Street 
deed in 1926. After 1926, the house was owned and 
rented by different Jewish community members until 
1935, when Arthur Tawbe’s mortgage was foreclosed 
(Rockingham County Registry of Deeds 1935). The 
Pecunies family became the final residents in 1939 
(Rockingham County Registry of Deeds 1939), and 
the house was subsequently demolished during urban 
renewal. Today the house site is marked by stones 
outlining its footprint (Fig. 1).

Site Location and Research

Founded in 1958, Strawbery Banke Museum owns 
39 buildings on an 8.9 ac. campus (Fig.  2). These 
include 10 furnished houses representing different 
periods of the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries, as well 
as gardens and additional exhibition houses staffed by 
uniformed interpreters as well as costumed role play-
ers. Museum staff and other researchers have done 
a great deal of work investigating the history of the 
Puddle Dock neighborhood. Strawbery Banke was 
called “one of the best urban archaeological sites in 
America” (Starbuck 2006:109), and the museum 
was described as “one of the richest resources for 

3 Kate Levi was the secretary for the Portsmouth Hebrew 
Ladies’ Society (Sherman 1998:112). Her husband David Levi 
was a shoemaker (W. A. Greenough & Co. 1912:147) as well 
as a founding trustee of Temple Israel who served on multi-
ple committee for the new synagogue, including search com-
mittee for locations for the congregation’s cemetery and for the 
synagogue itself (Sherman 1998). Perhaps the Levis played a 
role in locating the space to establish the mikveh as well. Rose 
Cohen appears in Temple Israel records working with Kate 
Levi to organize a benefit concert for the National Jewish 
Relief Committee in 1917 (Sherman 1998:113), in 1918 meet-
ing a train passing through Portsmouth to offer refreshments 
and money to Jewish men joining the British Army in Pales-
tine (Sherman 1998:30), and becoming chairman of the Jewish 
National Fund (Sherman 1998:143). Her husband was Harry 
Cohen, the president of Temple Israel from 1912 to 1913 
(Sherman 1998), i.e., when 90 Jefferson Street was purchased. 
Max Gelman was a trustee of Temple Israel (Sherman 1998) 
and a merchant tailor (W. A. Greenough & Co. 1912:119). His 
wife Minnie Gelman was a director of the Portsmouth Hebrew 
Ladies’ Society (Sherman 1998:112).

4 Barney Cohen was another trustee of Temple Israel (Sher-
man 1998) whose wife Annie also served as a secretary of the 
Portsmouth Hebrew Ladies’ Society (Friedenwald 1912:253).
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Fig. 1  The Pecunies site 
in 2020. (Photo by Matt 
Kochka, 2020.)

Fig. 2  Strawbery Banke 
Museum. (Map by author, 
2019.)
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historical archaeology in northern New England” in 
its nomination to the National Register of Historic 
Places (Garvin 1974:7). The museum’s archaeology 
staff is committed to researching the history of Pud-
dle Dock, preserving archaeological resources, and 
educating the public on the methodology and results 
of archaeological investigations. Many documen-
tary sources, including maps, deeds, probate inven-
tories, and correspondence, as well as oral histories 
collected from former Puddle Dock residents have 
also been used to inform the narratives of Strawbery 
Banke’s exhibits and interpreters.

The Shapiro House

Another home on the museum grounds with special 
relevance to the mikveh investigation is the Shapiro 
House, a 1790s Federal-period home at 28 Jefferson 
Street (about two blocks to the west of the Pecunies 
site). The Shapiro House opened to the public in 1997 
and interprets daily life in 1919 of Sarah and Abra-
ham Shapiro, a Jewish family from Ukraine. Shepsel 
Millhandler emigrated from Ukraine in 1898 and was 
followed by his four brothers, including Abraham, in 
the next five years (Pinello and McKernan 1999:7). 
The Millhandlers changed their surname to Shapiro 
and became leaders in the community (Pinello and 
McKernan 1999:7). The interpretive theme and fur-
nishing plan of the Shapiro House were informed by 
interviews with the descendant Jewish community in 
Portsmouth and the recollections of Burt Wolf (the 
grandson of Sarah and Abraham Shapiro) and his 
cousin Elaine Krasker (the granddaughter of Shep-
sel Millhandler Shapiro), as well as archaeological 
research.

Archaeological excavations at the Shapiro House 
directed by Martha Pinello in 1995, 1996, and 1997 
investigated the material evidence left behind during 
the Shapiro’s residence in the house, between 1909 
and 1928 (Pinello and McKernan 1999). Artifacts 
with specifically Jewish associations are not typically 
found in archaeological assemblages, since mean-
ingful items like menoroth or mezuzoth are not often 
purposefully discarded (Spencer-Wood 1999:294). At 
times, the absence of distinctly Jewish artifacts results 
in a lack of visibility for Jewish culture at archaeo-
logical sites (Stewart-Abernathy and Ruff 1989:87). 
However, at the Shapiro excavations, some Jew-
ish cultural objects were recovered, including two 

celluloid flag lapel pins marked: FOR THE\BEN-
EFIT OF THE\JEWISH\NATIONAL FUND on one 
side, and with a Star of David on the reverse (Pinello 
and McKernan 1999:15).

The main assemblage of artifacts was composed 
of ceramics, glass, faunal remains, toys, personal 
items, and other household items (Pinello and McK-
ernan 1999:13–17). A total of 13,434 food-service 
artifacts included 3,259 whiteware and 428 ironstone 
ceramic sherds manufactured before or during the 
period of the Shapiro occupation (Pinello and McK-
ernan 1999:12). Archaeologists have interpreted the 
presence of multiple sets of contemporaneous dishes 
in Jewish homes as evidence of a kosher household, 
as in the example of edge-decorated dishes for meat 
and willow-pattern dishes for dairy meals recovered 
in Manhattan (Yamin 1998:76). The Shapiro House 
ceramics represented multiple sets of tablewares, 
which supports oral histories that the Shapiros kept 
a kosher household, using different sets of dishes for 
dairy, meat, and Passover meals (Pinello and McKer-
nan 1999:22).

The Shapiros’ adherence to kosher dietary laws 
is also reflected in the zooarchaeological analy-
sis. David Landon analyzed a total of 1,942 faunal 
remains and identified the assemblage as 49% poultry, 
30% mammal, 5% fish, 1% shellfish, and 15% uniden-
tifiable (Landon 1999:11). The most common meat 
in the Shapiro House faunal assemblage is beef, spe-
cifically forequarter bones, which may show “adher-
ence … to not eating the sciatic nerve, coupled with 
a kosher butcher who sold cattle hindquarter parts to 
non-Jews” (Landon 1999:23). Shellfish represents 1% 
(NISP = 22) of the Shapiro House assemblage, which 
may simply reflect the neighborhood’s seacoast prox-
imity rather than the consumption of shellfish, a pro-
hibited food group (Landon 1999:23).

There was no sheet trash deposit at the Shapiro 
lot, which suggests that they may have been recy-
clers and that the majority of metal refuse may have 
been disposed of at one of the nearby Puddle Dock 
scrapyards (Pinello and McKernan 1999:21). Dur-
ing restoration, archaeological data were used for the 
placement of landscape features and to select objects 
for the furnishing plan (Pinello and McKernan 1999). 
For example, a large stoneware crock was excavated, 
which may have been used for pickling vegetables, 
as recalled in oral histories (Pinello and McKernan 
1999:22). Today stoneware crocks are used by role 
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players in the house for pickling and storing veg-
etables. As a 20th-century interpreted space, many 
lines of evidence came together to inform the exhibit, 
including oral histories.

Oral Histories

During the planning stages of the Shapiro House in 
the 1980s, the museum staff worked with students 
and local community members to collect oral his-
tories. Although the recollections of Burt Wolf pro-
vided a detailed description of the Shapiro House and 
its furnishings specifically, staff sought to enrich the 
context for understanding the Shapiros’ experience as 
well as to preserve various memories of the neighbor-
hood before urban renewal. In 1985 an undergradu-
ate student at the University of Southern Maine began 
tape recording oral histories related to the early 20th-
century Jewish experience at Puddle Dock (Midgely 
1985). In 1988 and 1989 Tekla Haasl, a master’s stu-
dent in history at the University of New Hampshire 
(Haasl 1988), compiled demographic information 
and continued conducting and transcribing inter-
views with former Puddle Dock residents (Haasl 
1989). Haasl spoke with over 20 members of Puddle 
Dock’s Jewish community, collecting information 
on transportation, recreation, politics, tolerance, and 
religion, as well as specifics about 1920s furnishings 
and objects from Sears catalogs (Haasl 1989). Several 
of these interviews included brief mentions of ritual 
bathing at Puddle Dock (Haasl 1989):

Jewish people have a custom. Before the girls 
marry (and once a month) they were to go [to 
the mikveh] ... similar to a Baptismal. ... They 
built a little cement insertion, they’d walk down 
some stairs ... it was on Jefferson Street. Some-
one lived in that house.––Ida Zeidmann5

[There was a mikveh] in Sam Shapiro’s 
House on Jefferson Street or Atkinson, right 
next to the Abbott store, in the cellar. Chaya 
ran it for a while, but as Sam got more pros-
perous, they hired another family to run it. 
There was another one owned by the temple, 
very nice, women paid to use it; [a] family 

lived in the house for no rent for taking care 
of it; the nice one was maybe on Jefferson 
next to Abbott.––Fannie Shapiro Gerber6

On Jefferson St., there were 2 houses and then 
one was set back, owned by the temple. ... They 
had a beautiful mikveh there ... and that’s where 
everybody went. ... It was built from the floor 
level ... and then you had steps going down. 
There was a Jewish woman who lived there and 
took care of it, she and her husband. And after 
they left ... I don’t know what happened with it, 
whether the Temple sold it or what, I think they 
must have boarded it up. ... It’s tile, like a pool 
would be. There was one person that had one 
in their house—Fleischman—but he wouldn’t 
let anybody else go use it. I went to one. I went 
before I got married, I never went afterwards.––
Frances Liberson Leavitt7

These few brief mentions in interviews may rep-
resent an even wider knowledge and custom of rit-
ual bathing in Portsmouth. Traditionally, Orthodox 
and other observant Jewish women (and men) use 
the mikveh for niddah (purity rituals), purification 
before marriage and sex, or after childbirth, men-
struation, or contact with the deceased (Johnston 
2016; Wenger 2021). Some researchers have found 
that mikveh use is not included in written records, 
nor is it regularly discussed in public or included in 
oral histories, because of its association with inti-
mate personal rituals (Weissman Joselit 1990:116; 
Bergoffen 1997). In fact, Leslie Stewart-Abernathy 
and Barbara Ruff argue that, “given the exclusion of 
women from the historical record in general, it would 
be astonishing to find evidence of use of the mikveh 
bath” in written records (Stewart-Abernathy and Ruff 
1989:105). The only man most likely to be aware of 
a woman’s most recent mikveh immersion would be 
her husband (Spencer-Wood 1999:286). The “hush 
of silence [that] enveloped the performance of this 

5 Ida (1900–1990) was the daughter of Jacob Cohen (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1920), president of Temple Israel 1910–
1911 (Sherman 1998:16).

6 Fannie (1907–1989) was the daughter of Ida and Samuel 
Shapiro (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1910), elected president of 
Temple Israel in November 1911 (Sherman 1998:21).
7 Frances (1910–1993) was the daughter of Temple Israel reli-
gious leader Harry and Esther Liberson. She married Abraham 
Samuel Leavitt in 1940 (New Hampshire Marriage Records 
2011).
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mitzvah” may make it nearly impossible to determine 
how observant a community was (Weissman Joselit 
1990:115).

Minimal historical documentation and the privacy 
surrounding the ritual may have also contributed to 
its omission as “a subject of interest by American 
scholars” (Johnston 2016:62). In fact, even interna-
tionally, one Israeli archaeologist has complained: 
despite the high importance of mikvot to Jewish life 
“its study has been largely ignored by archaeological 
research” (Reich 1995:289). However, as Annelise 
Morris (2014:161) argues: “Archaeological knowl-
edge can be a powerful tool in the struggle to reclaim 
our social histories,” including Jewish women’s pri-
vate rituals. The absence of mikveh use in the histori-
cal record and in scholarship is an important example 
of how historical archaeology can provide insight into 
the everyday lives of people in the past. In this case, 
archaeological research has the potential to demon-
strate evidence of the importance of intimate rituals, 
to integrate oral histories with tangible heritage, and 
to confirm physical details, including elements that 
the contemporary stakeholders were curious about, 
such as its construction and use.

In some projects, archaeology has been “the privi-
leged discipline over oral history and tends to co-opt it” 
(Beck and Somerville 2005:471). However, since the 
1990 passage of the Native American Graves Protec-
tion and Repatriation Act legitimized oral tradition as 
a line of evidence in understanding cultural affiliation, 
oral histories and traditions have become increasingly 
connected to archaeological research, and the integrated 
knowledge from both archaeological and oral resources 
has provided “richer depictions of human history” 
(Echo-Hawk 2000:270). Especially in projects that seek 
to connect archaeological research to community inter-
est and needs, incorporating oral histories can help to 
empower the public and develop a collective narrative 
(Weisman 2014). For the descendant community, revis-
iting their ancestors’ oral histories through archaeologi-
cal research created a way to make early 20th-century 
Jewish history more tangible.

Oral histories have also contributed to landscape 
design at Strawbery Banke. In 1995 the historic-
landscapes department recreated a 1944 victory 
garden next to the Pecunies site. The museum used 
photographs, family memories, and oral histories to 
recreate the garden. The plants grown in the recre-
ated victory garden are based on information from 

oral histories, particularly from interviews with Ron-
nie Pecunies, who was a teenager in the 1940s and 
remembered helping in the garden (Pecunies 2012). 
Even the fence surrounding the garden “was restored 
according to Mr. Pecunies’ descriptions” (Misen-
heiner 1996:23). In these interviews Pecunies also 
mentioned storing canned vegetables in the tiled bath 
in their basement, which he remembered had been 
used by the former Jewish residents. The mention of 
this bath in the Pecunies’ basement piqued the inter-
est of archaeologist Sheila Charles and initiated her 
background research into locating what she believed 
was a mikveh.

Geophysical Testing

Before Charles began planning excavation at the 
Pecunies site, a geophysical survey was performed 
there using electromagnetometry (EM). Geophysicist 
Peter Sablock joined Charles in the fall of 2011 in an 
attempt to locate the mikveh and the house foundation 
surrounding it. A possible location of buried bricks 
with a magnetic signature was visible in the readout 
from the EM survey of the site. After aligning the EM 
results with current aerial imagery of the site and a 
1910 insurance map (Sanborn Map Company 1910), 
it seemed possible that a brick-built mikveh was in the 
western side of the foundation. To the south of these 
anomalies was an area of low conductivity “indicat-
ing heterogeneous and more water-saturated mate-
rial” that Sablock interpreted “may indicate backfilled 
material in the basement of the razed home” (Sablock 
2014:6). The foundation outline of the house could 
not be clearly determined.

Museum staff hoped to find elements of the mikveh 
that had been integrated into the house’s basement 
space. Based on the oral-history information and the 
geophysical data, the archaeology staff and field-
school participants established units at this site in two 
loci: on the eastern side of the house, where Pecunies 
had said he remembered the mikveh being located, as 
well to the west, where the electromagnetic testing 
suggested the mikveh was located.

Excavation

Fieldwork onsite began on 23 June 2014, and the 
excavation units were backfilled on 20 August 2014. 
Units were excavated in 1 × 1 m blocks. Excavation 
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was conducted with hand tools; shovels were used 
to remove initial layers of sod, and then units were 
troweled. Excavation followed defined natural-soil 
or cultural strata. Soil was screened through 1/4 in. 
wire mesh, and cultural material that had not been 
collected in situ was identified in the screen. Artifacts 
were assigned context numbers by provenience. Field 
records were kept detailing the stratigraphy (using 
the Harris-matrix system), contents of each layer, soil 
texture, and soil color (based on the Munsell soil-
color charts). Field maps, floor plans, and wall pro-
files were drawn, and photographs and video recorded 
the process.

At the beginning of the excavation, gravelly sand 
and large stones that had been used to fill in the foun-
dation after the house was torn down were encoun-
tered. By the third day of excavation, fragments of 
white-glazed bricks were encountered in the west-
ern excavation block, where geophysical testing had 
shown the anomaly. Soon a row of bricks in course 
were seen, and excavation was pursued in this locus, 
expanding the block of units to reveal a white-glazed 
brick floor set on a concrete base and the shallow 
remains of a rectangular concrete reservoir to its 
south (Fig.  3). While the destruction of the house 
had caused significant damage, the physical remains 
uncovered appeared to be consistent with the descrip-
tions of the mikveh the team had hoped to find within 
the foundation.

Staff, students, and volunteers benefited from daily 
interaction with visitors to the site, who included 
Temple Israel staff and congregants, Ronnie and his 

sister Kaye Pecunies, and ticketed museum visitors. 
Visitors’ curiosity prompted certain developments in 
the narrative and sometimes assisted with ongoing 
interpretation of the site. One visitor was on vacation 
from out of town and was delighted to find a tangible 
piece of New Hampshire Jewish history while on his 
tour. He excitedly called his rabbi while standing next 
to the excavation block to describe the features of the 
mikveh, which also helped in recognizing elements of 
its construction.

Results and Findings

A Portsmouth Housing Authority photo (Fig. 4) of the 
front of the Pecunies House taken before it was razed, 
along with measurements of the foundation footprint, 
suggest that the main floor of the house was about 3 
ft. above the ground surface. The mikveh floor was 
measured at 2 ft. below the current ground surface, 
thus the mikveh may have been up to 5 ft. deep. The 
dimensions of the floor of the Jefferson Street mikveh 
were 4 × 5½ ft., meaning that this mikveh could have 
held over 900 gal. of water if completely filled, allow-
ing for complete submersion. The minimum amount 
of water for a mikveh is 40 se’ah, or about 200 gal. 
(Danby 1933; Matassa 2018). If a mikveh holds more 
than 264.2 gal., water drawn from a tap is permit-
ted as long as it is touched by a naturally occurring 
source of water: spring water, rainwater, or melted 
snow or ice (Danby 1933). In urban settings like 
Portsmouth, rainwater may qualify as naturally flow-
ing water as long as it runs over a length of earth and 
is collected in a reservoir called a “bor.”

The base of a small cistern-like structure was 
uncovered adjacent to and extending along the entire 
length of the southern wall of the mikveh, just inside 
the house’s foundation (Fig. 5). This is likely the bor, 
indicating that this was a hashakah or “touching” bor 
configuration, in which the bor is built beside the 
immersion pool and an underwater opening connects 
the two chambers. Because the house was demol-
ished, the opening that would have allowed for the 
intermingling of the waters no longer exists. How-
ever, the floor of this structure is made of concrete, 
a common practice in bor construction. The concrete 
was poured onto the ground and therefore was also 
considered part of the earth, qualifying the collected 
rainwater as naturally flowing.

Fig. 3  The base of the mikveh in the excavation block. (Photo 
by author, 2014.)
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One would have entered the mikveh on the ground 
floor (Fig.  6). The first-floor room on the eastern 
side of the house would have allowed for a place for 

women to change out of their clothes and be inspected 
by an attendant before descending into the mikveh. 
The room and the mikveh would have been illumi-
nated by light from a south-facing window (visible 
in an historical photo of the back of the house) over 
the seven steps typical of mikvot, which in this case 
would have been built over the bor. A hole or faucet 
in the wall below these stairs would have allowed 
rainwater from the bor to flow into the mikveh. The 
oral histories referenced above included descrip-
tive information, such as “cement insertion,” “in the 
cellar,” “steps going down,” and “tile, like a pool” 
(Haasl 1989). In each instance, the recollections of 
the women interviewed by Haasl, recorded perhaps 
more than 60 years after they would have been able to 
visit the mikveh, are corroborated by the archaeologi-
cal evidence.

A total of 4,182 artifacts were recovered from 
the 2014 excavation (see Martin [2018] for com-
plete analysis). The category of brick included 668 
bricks and brick fragments that were once part of 
the mikveh, the large number indicating the dam-
age that was done when the house was demolished. 
Pecunies had recollected that there were blue-and-
white tiles on the walls of the mikveh, but, among 
the many fragments of brick recovered, none were 
found with blue decoration. The buff-bodied, white-
enameled bricks that made up the mikveh were 

Fig. 4  The Portsmouth 
Housing Authority photo of 
the Pecunies House, 5 July 
1955. (Photo by Reginald 
Kennard; courtesy of Straw-
bery Banke Museum.)

Fig. 5  The bor adjacent to the mikveh, holding rainwater. 
(Photo by author, 2014.)
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made by Sayre & Fisher Co., a brick company in 
Sayreville, New Jersey (Fig.  7). An 1895 catalog 
of their bricks contains the white-enameled bricks 
that line the mikveh, along with a description that 
they were especially adapted for “swimming tanks,” 
which seems appropriate here (Sayre & Fisher Co. 
1895:98).

In a space used by many community members, 
especially by women who would have changed out of 
their clothes and likely removed their jewelry for rit-
ual immersion, there is the potential for a high density 
of personal items and artifacts related to clothing (D. 
Miller 2013:69). However, in this case, the destruc-
tion of the house and related fill within the house 
foundation meant that very few early 20th-century 
artifacts were found that could have helped confirm 
use of the space by many individuals across two dec-
ades. Nor was a builders’ trench or other datable fea-
ture found to confirm precisely when the mikveh was 
constructed after the Hebrew Ladies’ Society mem-
bers purchased the house.

Revisiting the Shapiro House

Archaeologists at the Strawbery Banke Museum Sha-
piro House excavation in the 1990s had drawn several 
conclusions about the Shapiro’s occupation of the 
house. These conclusions can now be revisited with 
new archaeological data from the mikveh excavation. 
Pinello and McKernan noted that, while the multiple 
sets of ceramic tablewares used in this kosher home 
were manufactured in the 20th century, the uten-
sils included “both metal and bone-handled knives, 
forks, and spoons dating to the 18th, 19th, and 20th 
centuries … [raising] interesting research questions 
regarding how re-used kitchen items from non-kosher 
households are incorporated into kosher households” 
(Pinello and McKernan 1999:24). It is possible that 
utensils and kitchen wares may have been purified for 
use in kosher kitchens through burial in the ground 
for at least three days (Stone 2013). However, with 
evidence of a nearby contemporaneous mikveh, it may 
be that Jewish families at Puddle Dock were able to 
reuse items in a kosher kitchen by using the mikveh to 
kasher (ritually purify) their table and kitchen wares 
(Barka 1987:26).

Historical Mikvot on the American Atlantic Coast

The archaeological examination of mikvot in histori-
cal settings is uniquely valuable to Jewish studies, as 
there is limited documentation of either the construc-
tion methods or the use of mikvot in the historical 

Fig. 6  Illustration of the mikveh as it might have looked in the 
house. (Figure by Kent Miller, 2014.)

Fig. 7  Maker’s mark of a Sayre & Fisher Co. brick in  situ. 
(Photo by author, 2014.)
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record (Barka 1987). Archaeologists have uncovered 
evidence “of the earliest water installations which 
may be defined as miqwaot” in ancient Israel, dating 
to the late 2nd century B.C. (Reich 1995:289). These 
ancient mikvot were typically stepped and plastered 
pools dug into the ground, filled by rainwater chan-
neled from nearby roofs, sometimes with a connected 
reserve tank (Reich 1995:290; Matassa 2018:101). In 
ancient Israel, the first mikvot were built in both pub-
lic and private contexts, and, as evidenced by archae-
ological investigations, were not necessarily related 
to or built at the same time as synagogues (Reich 
1995:297; Matassa 2018).

In modern history, the mikveh is of central impor-
tance to a Jewish community and was expected to 
be established before the synagogue (Holmes 2018). 
Some synagogues were specifically built near flow-
ing water that would have provided water for a 
mikveh, such as the Touro Synagogue in Newport, 
Rhode Island (Leibman 2011). Historical mikvot 
have been uncovered by archaeologists in other 
places in North and South America where Jewish 
diasporic communities settled in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, including Brazil, St. Eustatius, Suriname, 
Curaçao, and Barbados (Barka 1987; Lightstone 
2011; D. Miller 2013). Archaeologists usually find 
these historical mikvot in association with syna-
gogues. For example, on St. Eustatius archaeolo-
gists studied the ruins of an 18th-century synagogue 
and its relationship to a nearby mikveh and cantor’s 
house (D. Miller 2011:359, 2013). In the U.S., how-
ever, only a few other mikvot have been archaeologi-
cally investigated.

The archaeologists who worked on the excavations 
of other mikvot in the U.S. were enthusiastic support-
ers of the Strawbery Banke excavation. Esther Doyle 
Read, from the University of Maryland, had worked 
on a mikveh excavation in Baltimore and was able 
to visit the museum and site during the excavation. I 
met with Celia Bergoffen, who had worked on mikvot 
excavation on the Lower East Side of New York City, 
near her office at the Fashion Institute of Technol-
ogy in Manhattan in 2017. Stuart Miller, the director 
of the University of Connecticut’s Center for Judaic 
Studies and Contemporary Jewish Life, was involved 
along with Connecticut State Archaeologist Nicho-
las Bellantoni in the excavation of a mikveh in rural 
Chesterfield, Connecticut, and shared his research 
with me.

While these mikvot have been reported on in the 
past, as well as others in the Caribbean and in Europe 
(Emanuel and Ponsford 1994; Gawronski and Jaya-
sena 2007), the information about mikvot excavated in 
the U.S. has not yet been compiled in a single place. 
Their similarities and differences, and especially their 
connections to the local Jewish communities, are a 
significant contribution to the archaeological knowl-
edge base of the Jewish Diaspora. It is important for 
archaeologists to recognize the various components 
of mikveh construction, including the use of concrete 
and other impermeable materials, and naturally flow-
ing water or other nearby water sources, to identify 
features that may have been omitted from the docu-
mentary record. Especially because mikvot are inten-
tionally built into the ground, they are at risk of being 
forgotten below ground or damaged by construction 
(Johnston 2016:43).

Lloyd Street Synagogue Mikveh, 1845

Many German Reform Jews settled on the East Coast 
in the mid-19th century (Cassie 2016:29). Maryland’s 
first Jewish congregation was incorporated in 1830 as 
the Baltimore Hebrew Congregation (LeFaivre 1976). 
The Baltimore congregation is known for being 
the first Jewish community in the U.S. to have an 
ordained rabbi. Built in 1845, the Lloyd Street Syna-
gogue was the first in Maryland and is one of the old-
est standing synagogues in the country (Cassie 2016) 
after the Touro Synagogue in Newport, Rhode Island, 
and Beth Elohim in Charleston, South Carolina. In 
1860 the synagogue expanded to accommodate a 
growing congregation (Tabak 1972).

The building was rededicated as an Orthodox syn-
agogue in 1905 by a new wave of Eastern European 
Jews, the Shomrei Mishmeres Congregation (Tabak 
1972). This congregation reestablished the Lloyd 
Street Synagogue as “the leading synagogue in East 
Baltimore” (Tabak 1972:347), and it thrived for over 
50 more years. By the mid-20th century, though, most 
of the congregation had moved on and the building 
had deteriorated and was nearly demolished. How-
ever, as part of the National Park Service’s Historic 
American Buildings Survey, the historical and archi-
tectural significance of the building was recognized. 
The synagogue was purchased by the Jewish Histori-
cal Society of Maryland in 1962 with the understand-
ing that it would be preserved as a Jewish museum 
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or historical shrine (Tabak 1972). The restored syna-
gogue opened to visitors in 1964. Visitors were drawn 
to an original oven for matzos baking and to three ca. 
1905 ceramic-tiled mikvot in the basement, which had 
been documented during the synagogue’s restoration 
(LeFaivre 1976).

In 2002 archaeological investigations revealed an 
earlier mikveh originally associated with the syna-
gogue, along with the hearth for heating water (Vess 
2010). This original mikveh predates the 1845 construc-
tion of the synagogue and was located in the basement 
of a row house on a lot adjacent to the synagogue. Its 
presence was noted in synagogue records before the 
synagogue was constructed (Roylance 2011), making 
it perhaps the oldest-known extant mikveh in the U.S. 
The row house was later torn down to make space for 
the 1860 addition to the synagogue. In 2010 archaeolo-
gists led by Esther Doyle Read discovered ceramic and 
glass fragments in fill within the mikveh. Their dates of 
manufacture suggested that the mikveh had been pur-
posely backfilled when the synagogue was expanded 
(Vess 2010). The archaeologists also uncovered a brick-
lined cistern beneath the walls of the addition, as well 
as wooden pipes that would have carried water to the 
mikveh (Roylance 2011). The synagogue is now listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places and is a part 
of the Jewish Museum of Maryland in East Baltimore. 
The original mikveh is accessible to museum visitors 
today (Cassie 2016:29).

Eldridge Street Synagogue Mikveh, 1887

The Lower East Side of Manhattan was the primary 
destination for many Eastern European Jews in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. The first Rus-
sian Jewish great house of worship in the U.S. is the 
Eldridge Street Synagogue, which was completed in 
1887 (Newman et al. 1995). It was designed by Ger-
man architects Peter and Francis William Herter, 
who were responsible for designing over 60 build-
ings in Lower Manhattan, including many Lower East 
Side tenement buildings (Newman et  al. 1995). It is 
a large, ornate building with many colorful stained-
glass windows, and its construction drew attention to 
and celebrated the presence of the Jewish community 
in Lower Manhattan (Newman et al. 1995). The syna-
gogue was used continuously for decades, making it 
a significant center of the American Jewish Orthodox 
movement (Newman et al. 1995).

As the demographics of the Lower East Side 
changed over the 20th century, the congregation 
grew smaller, and the synagogue closed in the 1950s 
(Newman et  al. 1995). Inconsistent maintenance led 
to deterioration, but local preservationists eventually 
incorporated the Eldridge Street Project in 1986 to 
mount a full-scale restoration (Newman et al. 1995). 
Today the synagogue is the only religious artifact 
that remains in the neighborhood (Newman et  al. 
1995). It is a city historic landmark and is listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places and is open 
to the public as the Museum at Eldridge Street.

During restoration efforts in 1980, the Eldridge 
Street Project acquired the nearby parking lot at 5 
Allen Street as a staging area, where a ca. 1861 four-
story tenement building had previously stood (Dun-
lap 2001). Although mikvot are mentioned in some 
other synagogue minutes in Philadelphia and New 
York City (Lightstone 2011), there was no mention 
of an Eldridge Street Synagogue mikveh in the official 
minutes on file. However, a 1958 demolition permit 
described the tenement building as a bath house (Ber-
goffen 1997). Additionally, city directories listed the 
“Allen Street Baths” at that address, which was also 
described in the local Yidishe gazeten as a mikveh and 
secular bath house (Pollard 2009). Historical photos 
of the building show signage that reads in Hebrew: 
“Kosher mikveh for all daughters of Israel” (Wolfe 
2013).

In the late 19th century in New York City there 
were at least 15 mikvot connected to congregations 
(Pollard 2009), and approximately 40 including those 
constructed outside synagogue precincts, some of 
which “were little more than rusty iron tanks located 
in the basements of immigrant Jewish neighbor-
hoods” (Weissman Joselit 1990:119). Health officials 
became concerned with the standard of cleanliness 
of mikvot that lacked rabbinic oversight, estimat-
ing that as many as 300 people might bathe in the 
same tub of water before it was replaced (Weissman 
Joselit 1990:119). Although multiple historical adver-
tisements from the 1880s indicate interest in mikvot 
with the “best comforts” and “best improvements” 
(Pollard 2009:30), the New York Board of Health 
closed many mikvot at the turn of the 20th century, 
and they became associated with the past (Lightstone 
2011). The Allen Street Baths, though, remained in 
business under different ownership until the 1940s 
(Wolfe 2013). The commercial success of the Allen 
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Street Baths indicates continued mikveh visitation and 
continued religious observance (Pollard 2009:30), 
and confirms the importance of ritual bathing for the 
Eldridge Street Synagogue congregation.

The 2001 excavation of the mikveh at 5 Allen Street 
was directed by Celia Bergoffen. The “mikveh was filled 
with bricks, broken marble slabs, chunks of concrete 
flooring, wiring, sections of pipe, plus dirt and brick 
dust” (Wolfe 2013). When excavated, the mikveh was 
measured at 6 × 7 ft. and 5 ft. deep. The mikveh was 
lined with white tiles and had six marble steps (Dunlap 
2001). The walls of the mikveh were lined with white-
glazed ceramicized bricks made by Sayre & Fisher Co. 
(Padwee 2012), nearly identical to the Sayre & Fisher 
Co. bricks used at the Puddle Dock mikveh (Michael 
Padwee 2020, pers. comm.). A small concrete pool near 
the mikveh was connected by a pipe to a rainwater cis-
tern, facilitating the addition of living water to the bath 
(Dunlap 2001). Two local rabbis agreed that this is the 
oldest kosher mikveh in New York City (Wolfe 2013). 
When excavation was completed, the mikveh was back-
filled with sand for preservation (Wolfe 2013). Today a 
hotel stands on the lot.

In 2003, Celia Bergoffen directed the excavation 
of another Manhattan mikveh on East 3rd Street, con-
nected to the Congregation Moshcisker Chevrah Gur 
Arye, a tenement synagogue (Roberg-Lopez 2003). 
The bath was lined with white tiles and decorated 
with a mosaic blue border and a Star of David, and 
built against a concrete wall (Roberg-Lopez 2003:7). 
The synagogue in which this mikveh had been built 
had been demolished, which likely destroyed the bor 
or cistern, as well as piping that would have carried 
living water into the mikveh, as no evidence for these 
elements was uncovered by archaeologists (Roberg-
Lopez 2003:7). The excavation of these two Lower 
East Side mikvot indicate the importance of archae-
ologists’ familiarity with the elements of mikveh con-
struction and the relationship between mikveh and 
synagogue. Indeed, an environmental-impact survey 
in Manhattan used the history of four separate lots 
that had once been occupied by a synagogue as the 
criterion for the potential of those lots to include a 
mikveh (Price and Hsu-Chen 2008).

Chesterfield Mikveh, ca. 1910

In southeastern Connecticut, a Jewish community 
established itself in the town of Chesterfield at the 

end of the 19th century. The movement of Orthodox 
Russian Jewish families from Brooklyn, New York, to 
rural areas, was part of a “Back to the Land” move-
ment intended to help people establish and sustain 
their own communities (Abell Horn and Schneider-
man-Fox 2012). Chesterfield was the first of several 
rural communities established with the funding of 
Baron Maurice de Hirsch, a German philanthropist 
(Feinsilver and Feinsilver 1955). Baron de Hirsch’s 
funding helped identify inexpensive former Yankee 
farmland (Abell Horn and Schneiderman-Fox 2012). 
By 1891, 52 Jewish families were living and farming 
within a 5 mi. radius in the Chesterfield area (Abell 
Horn and Schneiderman-Fox 2012).

Two lots were purchased in 1892 by Society Agu-
das Achim, which became the New England Hebrew 
Farmers of the Emanuel Society Synagogue, and, on 
one of these lots, a synagogue was built (Abell Horn 
and Schneiderman-Fox 2012). One of the lots pur-
chased by the New England Hebrew Farmers of the 
Emanuel Society Synagogue still contains the extant 
foundation remains of the synagogue, mikveh, and 
a stone well (Abell Horn and Schneiderman-Fox 
2012). Archaeologists involved with the Chesterfield 
excavations hypothesized that the mikveh could have 
been built at the shohet’s house for his wife (S. Miller 
2015). The Chesterfield shohet was also the Torah 
reader and cantor for the community (S. Miller 2015). 
However, it seems that mikveh was not meant to be 
private. The synagogue ledger indicates that women 
were charged for heating and use of the mikveh, and 
a newspaper article from 1910 reports a dispute 
between the occupant of the property and women 
who claimed they had built the mikveh “at their own 
expense,” indicating community use and investment 
(S. Miller 2015).

The investment of this rural community in having 
access to a mikveh suggests a desire to maintain impor-
tant Jewish traditions in a new environment and in the 
context of a new lifestyle. Evidence suggests that com-
munities of farmers who were funded by Baron de 
Hirsch were perhaps more traditional than urban com-
munities (S. Miller 2015). The Chesterfield Synagogue 
was founded soon after Congregation Beth Israel 
in Hartford, which had built a mikveh in the 1850s, 
renounced Orthodoxy (S. Miller 2015). The construc-
tion and maintenance of the Chesterfield mikveh, 
built after the turn of the 20th century, seems unusual 
“because American rabbis of that time were decrying 
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the neglect of the ritual immersion attending marital 
purity laws” (S. Miller 2015:334–335). However, there 
were two other turn-of-the-century mikvot documented 
in Colchester, Connecticut (Feinsilver and Feinsilver 
1955), and historical documents suggest that it was prin-
cipally urban rabbis who were worried about neglect (S. 
Miller 2015). Neglect of mikveh immersion does not 
seem to have been an issue among the Portsmouth Jew-
ish community at this time either.

By 1930 the Chesterfield Synagogue had difficulty 
generating a minyan as its congregants relocated to 
urban areas, and the synagogue closed in 1953 (Abell 
Horn and Schneiderman-Fox 2012). In 1986 a com-
memorative monument was dedicated next to the 
foundation remains of the synagogue (Abell Horn and 
Schneiderman-Fox 2012). In 2012 the site was listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places and made 
a state archaeological preserve by state archaeolo-
gist Nick Bellantoni (S. Miller 2015). That summer, 
Bellantoni and Stuart Miller codirected a field school 
intended to excavate the mikveh and the shohet’s lot 
(S. Miller 2015). The mikveh uncovered in Chester-
field was a wood-lined concrete pool. It had been pre-
viously filled in, but one step remained exposed. It is 
unusual for a mikveh to be lined with wood, since it is 
not an impermeable material, though some rabbinic 
authorities have found some justifications for wood 
floors (S. Miller 2015). No bor was uncovered, but a 
pipe coming from a nearby stream would have fed the 
mikveh with naturally flowing water.

Discussion

The archaeological investigation of the Puddle 
Dock mikveh demonstrates the value of collabora-
tive research for multiple communities. The research 
provided material evidence of the preservation of 
a ritual tradition that helped the early 20th-century 
community maintain ties to its religious and cultural 
identities. The excavation also resulted in information 
that provides a more complete picture of the early 
20th-century neighborhood and residents’ activities 
for staff to present to museum visitors. And, for the 
present Temple Israel community, the results of the 
mikveh research have provided a tangible link to their 
founding ancestors.

These details of mikveh construction at the Pecu-
nies site were of special interest to the Temple Israel 

congregants who had been curious about how the 
Puddle Dock mikveh was built. They were particularly 
gratified to learn that the mikveh satisfied the reli-
gious requirements of Jewish law, namely, its immov-
able concrete base, its large size for complete immer-
sion, and its use of living water. Some congregations 
prioritized the construction of a mikveh, sometimes 
even above the construction of a synagogue (Wenger 
2021), and the purchase of the 90 Jefferson Street 
house in the same year as Temple Israel opened sug-
gested that it was indeed a priority to this community. 
Unfortunately, further documentary or archaeological 
evidence to help determine specifically by whom this 
mikveh was built could not be found.

Interestingly, although the Union of Orthodox 
Rabbis of the United States and Canada had asserted 
in 1902 that mikvot must be built and their use super-
vised by rabbinic authorities rather than lay people 
(Hoffman 1996:76), there is no indication that the 
Puddle Dock mikveh was constructed or supervised 
by a rabbi. In fact, Harry Liberson, while referred to 
as rabbi, had never been ordained (Sherman 1998). 
Perhaps the plan of the Hebrew Ladies’ Society that 
the 90 Jefferson Street house was to be reserved for 
the cantor and his family was intended to ensure 
supervision of the mikveh construction and use, but 
Portsmouth city directories show that Liberson never 
resided at 90 Jefferson Street. However, the link 
between the mikveh at 90 Jefferson Street and Tem-
ple Israel, namely, the documented ownership of the 
house by community members and the synagogue 
board itself, indicates a high degree of motivation 
concerning mikveh observance.

There was no known link to Sayre & Fisher Co., 
the New Jersey brick manufacturer. If a paper trail 
remained, it might have been possible to find who 
placed the specific brick order. The use of the same 
bricks at the Eldridge Street mikveh in New York 
City may be no more than a coincidence, as there 
does not seem to be any direct connection between 
the congregations. Census records indicate that most 
of the neighborhood’s Jewish families immigrated to 
Massachusetts first or New Hampshire directly (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1910). Harry Liberson moved 
from New York, but there are no Libersons listed 
among the Eldridge Street Synagogue congregants 
(Museum at Eldridge Street 2021). Nonetheless, the 
Temple Israel community was pleased to know this 
tangible detail.
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The investigations of the historical mikvot dis-
cussed above and the mikveh at Puddle Dock high-
light their usage in transitional periods. Authorities 
on Orthodox tradition suggest that mikveh attend-
ance may have been more important than synagogue 
attendance for women (Pollard 2009), and “in periods 
of disruption of the social fabric, everyday persons 
are more likely to intensify their dedication to tradi-
tional rituals” (S. Miller 2015:342). Traditionally the 
transitions marked by a mikveh immersion include the 
end of a menstruation cycle or the conversion to Juda-
ism, but the presence of mikvot in American Jewish 
communities may also be taken to symbolize the tran-
sition to a new world and new surroundings (Leib-
man 2011). For these newcomers, the mikveh may 
have allowed them to maintain a sense of tradition, 
community, and normalcy. In Portsmouth, having a 
mikveh that was open to the community might have 
offered a sense of belonging in an unfamiliar setting. 
Although observant Jews could have accomplished 
ritual purification in the nearby Piscataqua River, it 
was clearly important for the community to establish 
a physical touchstone of tradition. Furthermore, the 
high visibility of a mikveh built in a home owned by 
the synagogue and occupied by community members 
would have encouraged group commitment to main-
taining the purity of the entire community (Leibman 
2009:114; D. Miller 2013:287).

There is some evidence of changing standards 
within the Jewish community and that mikveh use 
declined after the first generation (Lightstone 2011). 
The mikveh at the Pecunies site would have been inac-
cessible to the Temple Israel congregation at large 
once it was sold in 1926. One of the Puddle Dock oral 
histories recalls that although there was a mikveh in 
the cellar of Harry Fleischman’s house on the corner 
of Washington and Richmond, it was “only used once 
that he remembers, when he as a child” (Haasl 1989). 
Rather than ritual immersion, his family “used it for 
storage of potatoes and vegetables in winter; when 
his grandparents lived there it might have been used 
more often” (Haasl 1989), indicating its association 
with older generations.

Today, some Jewish women view mikveh immer-
sion as a patriarchal relic, while others consider the 
mikveh ritual as a celebration of Jewish femininity 
(Wenger 2021) and continue the practice at mod-
ern mikvot like Mayyim Hayyim (Van Biema 2006). 
Despite the decline in mikveh immersion in the 20th 

century, the Portsmouth Jewish community thrived, 
and the interest in this project reflects a lasting con-
nection to the past. To revisit oral histories and to see 
the mikveh in situ during its excavation gave the pre-
sent community an “opportunity to memorialize … 
a non-trivial aspect of keeping the Homeplace in the 
present” (Morris 2014:172).

Conclusion

News of this mikveh excavation reached the local 
community through various channels of public-
ity, including social media of the museum and other 
archaeological organizations. The excavation was 
reported on locally in the New Hampshire Archeolog-
ical Society newsletter (Martin 2014), the Strawbery 
Banke Museum newsletter (Kline 2014), the Ports-
mouth Herald (McCartin 2014a), and on the front 
page of Foster’s Daily Democrat (Ramsdell 2014). 
Although the archaeological site was backfilled for 
conservation, the excavation of this mikveh remains 
significant. A video with scenes from the excava-
tion and images of the mikveh has been added to the 
museum’s campus-wide “Listen to the Landscape” 
tour. A photograph and description of the mikveh has 
been included on an interpretive panel at the edge of 
the Pecunies’ former property line. Discussion of the 
mikveh has also been a point of interest for visiting 
Hadassah (a Jewish women’s organization) groups. 
The physical location of the mikveh, confirmed and 
represented with images and context, helps to sus-
tain its memory. Sustained interest in the mikveh 
seems to validate that “memorial moments that public 
archaeology creates are often more poignant” (Morris 
2014:172).

Educational staff members have also included the 
mikveh in the interpretation of the Shapiro House. 
The museum’s “Roleplaying Coordinator” prepares 
role players portraying Sarah or Mollie Shapiro to 
reflect information collected in the oral histories and 
to describe what a mikveh is and at what times one 
would use it (Maddie Beihl 2019, pers. comm.). Bar-
bara Ann Paster, who has portrayed Sarah Shapiro 
since the Shapiro House opened to the public in 1997, 
often mentions the mikveh on Jefferson Street as she 
describes the neighborhood in 1919, including its 
kosher grocery stores, bakery, and nearby synagogue. 
For non-Jewish visitors, she discreetly explains its use 
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at “certain times” for women and for all members of 
the community at high holidays. When she references 
mikveh use to visitors who self-identify themselves to 
her as Jewish, though, they often become animated 
and remark that a mikveh in the neighborhood must 
indicate a significant or robust Jewish community 
(Barbara Ann Paster 2019, pers. comm.). Some visi-
tors enter the Shapiro House having already read the 
interpretive panel near the mikveh excavation site and 
ask how observant the community was, further indi-
cating the relationship between mikveh use and obser-
vant Judaism.

Temple Israel and particularly Rabbi David Senter, 
the rabbi from 2014 to 2017, became more closely 
involved with Strawbery Banke as a result of the con-
versations surrounding the mikveh excavation. Senter 
donated some personal items to the museum collection, 
including books now on display in the Shapiros’ bed-
room. Elissa Senter, his wife, worked as a role player 
for several seasons portraying Sarah Shapiro. Senter 
also led several tour groups from the synagogue to the 
mikveh site and the Shapiro House. I also prepared a 
set of informational panels with text, graphics, and 
photos for display at Temple Israel’s Pamela Shulman 
Center for Jewish Education, where our museum staff 
also meets for annual staff training. The development of 
the relationship between Temple Israel and Strawbery 
Banke echoes one of the important goals of collabora-
tive archaeologies: the development of not only a more 
inclusive knowledge of the past, but also a more inclu-
sive and engaged contemporary community (McAnany 
and Rowe 2015:506). The mikveh site provides a con-
tinuing link to the intangible cultural heritage of Ports-
mouth’s Jewish community.
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