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By Rabbi Janet Offel 

     In this day of Star-
buckôs, Coffee Bean 
and Tea Leaf and 
Peetôs Coffee, how 
many of us remember 
Maxwell House coffee?  
Growing up, it was the 
instant coffee of my 
parentôs preference, 
and I was so proud of 
myself when I learned 
how to make a cup of 
coffee for my mom in 
the morning (which 
consisted of boiling 
some water, dumping in 
a spoonful of Maxwell 
House freeze-dried, 
stirring, adding some 
milk, and stirring again.) 

     Maxwell House was 
known for something 
else in our family.  
Every year at Passover, 
we read from Maxwell 
House haggadotð
haggadahs that were 
given out for free (and 
still are!) when you pur-
chased Maxwell House 
Coffee.  But these 
werenôt just any Max-
well House haggadot.  
These haggadot had 
been passed down 
from generation to gen-
eration in my family, 

and dated from the 
early 1930ôs.  Filled 
with the stains of wine, 
charoset and salt water 
of many decades, the 
haggadot were also 
overflowing with a 
stilted English transla-
tion teeming with words 
like ñverily, ñdothò and 
ñhath.ò 

     When we all sat 
around the Passover 
table, first in my grand-
motherôs house and 
then in my parentôs 
house, the haggadot 
reminded us of the 
chain of Passover se-
ders stretching back to 
the days when my great 
grandmother spent 
weeks preparing the 
home and cooking for 
the holiday. 

     Then, beginning in 
the early 1980ôs, a 
trickle that turned into 
an explosion of new 
haggadot descended 
upon the Jewish book 
market.  First there 
were the Feast of Free-
dom and Gates of Free-
dom Haggadot, fol-
lowed by On Wings of 
Freedom and even one 
called the Santa Cruz 
Haggadah .   By the 
early 1990ôs there were 
dozens of haggadot on 
the market, not to men-
tion all the ones that 
people were putting to-
gether themselves.  My 
family wasnôt immune 

to the rising tide, and so 
they asked me to cre-
ate a new haggadah for 
our familyôs use. 

     The first year that 
we used the new hag-
gadot, we kept copies 
of the old Maxwell 
House books scattered 
around the table.  It 
was as if they were old 
friends who had been 
with our family for gen-
erations of Passover 
seders, and we cer-
tainly werenôt going to 
turn them out now!  But 
over the years, as the 
family Passover seders 
have moved to my 
brotherôs house in 
Northern California and 
Michael and my house 
here in Los Angeles, 
we have left the old 
Maxwell House books 
behind.  Lôdor vôdor, 
from generation to gen-
eration; like those 
members of our family 
who live only in our 
memory, the Maxwell 
House haggadot no 
longer join us at the ta-
ble.  Yet we still carry 
the essence of their 
story in the new hag-
gadot that we use: 
ñThis is the bread of 
affliction, which our an-
cestors ate in the land 
of Egyptéò and so the 
narrative is repeated, in 
every generation, its 

spirit undiminished. 
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