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Digest
The Jewish educator and writer Zevi Scharfstein (1884-1972) was born in Eastern
Europe and immigrated to the United States in 1914, In the center of Scharfstein’s life
was a Judaism symbolized not by religion, but by Israel’s history, Hebrew, and Zionism.
For him, religious life was more of a routine than a burning passion. Along with his
interests in Hebrew education in America, Scharfstein was also interested and involved in
Hebrew education in Palestine between the two world wars.

Scharfstein had been a Hebrew teacher and writer of textbooks in Galicia. In
America he continued these endeavors with increased passion and devotion. He was a
school principal in Stamford, Connecticut; a member of the staff of the New York Bureau
of Jewish Education; and a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York
City. Scharfstein was also an active member of the Hebraic circles that operated in New
York in the late nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth century.

The main body of this thesis is a translation, from Hebrew to English, and
annotation of the first four and final chapters of Scharfstein’s autobiography, Arba’im
Shanah BeAmerica (Forty Years in America), and a summation of the remaining twenty-
five chapters. This work also includes an introduction, a biography of Scharfstein, and an
evaluation of his autobiography.

Scharfstein’s story sheds much light on the little explored field of the Hebraic
activities in North America during the first half of the twentieth century, and it serves as

an important historical document of that period. The translation of this autobiography

makes it accessible to many more readers, who will benefit from the array of interesting

information found in this book.
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Part 1

Introduction

Starting around the year 1870, a prodigious creation of Hebrew literature by Jewish
immigrants in America opened a window on their new life in the New World. American
Hebraica constitutes a remarkable body of literature that is still largely unexplored.
Although its artistic and literary quality may be debatable, it has much to offer to the
study of American Jewish history. The Hebraic circles in America are a part of the
Hebrew culture in general, and of the cultura!l and educational streams that were begun in
nineteenth-century Europe.! The huge output of Hebrew writings in America adds some
valuable historical insights not otherwise obtained from the Jewish literature written in
English. Hebrew memoirs and autobiographies constitute a particularly rich resource for
scholarly research.

The notion of American Hebraica is indeed an interesting and curious one.
Although for centuries the Hebrew language was confined mainly to sacred texts and the
liturgy (with the notable exception of medieval poetry), we are dealing here with a new
literary usage of the Hebrew language. These nineteenth- and twentieth-century
American works in Hebrew represent every conceivable genre of writing, including
novels; short stories; poetry; plays; political manifestos; historical, political, and literary
surveys; journals; newspapers; advertisements; personal diaries; correspondence;
memoirs; and autobiographies. From 1870 to 1918 many maskilim® had arrived in North

America. A good number of these enlightened and highly educated Jews shared

! Moshe Pelli, HaTarbut Halvrit BeAmerica, p. 19.
? In Hebrew: Jews strongly influenced by the Enlightenment in Europe.




tremendous zeal for and dedication to the creation of a modern body of literary works
written in Hebrew. In addition, their intense interest in Hebrew was the catalyst for the
formation of several Hebrew societies and organizations in America, such as Aggudat
Shocharei S 'fat Ever (Association of Those Who Love the Hebrew Language), Zerubavel
(Zerubbabel), Achiever (Friends of Hebrew), and the umbrella organization Histadrut
Ivrit (Hebrew Federation).

Many years later we can evaluate this feverish Hebrew creative work in America
as an interesting experiment, a unique phenomenon unparalleled by any literary creation
in any other national tongue, by any of the non-Jewish immigrants in America. it was
part of a larger wave of Jewish pride that was created in large measure because of the
momentum it received from the contemporary forces of Zionism and Jewish nationalism.

In the end, however—especially after World War II, and in spite of relentless
efforts and much labor of love—most of the Hebraic creations in North America never
gained the high stature and success as did those in Palestine, or after 1948, in Israel.
Throughout its life the Hebraic movement in America had suffered from the ongoing
ideological and material tensions surrounding the distribution of the meager financial
resources among the Hebraic, educational, and Zionist organizations. Undoubtedly,
however, what the Hebrew works in America do retain is their value as historical
artifacts.

This creative phenomenon was followed by important research on the history and
development of American Hebraica, mostly written in Hebrew, by such writers as

Ephraim Deinard (Sifrut Yisrael BeAmerica), Jacob Kabakoff (Halutzei HaSifrut Halvrit

BeAmerica and Shocharim VeNeemanim: Masot U’Mechkarim al HaSifrut Ve Hatarbut




BeAmerica), Jacques K. Mikliszanski (4 History of Hebrew Literature in America), and
Moshe Pelli (HaTarbut Halvrit BeAmerica), to mention just a few.
One of these Hebraists who immigrated to the United States at the beginning of

the twentieth century was Zevi Scharfstein (1884—1972). Scharfstein and his

autobiographical book, Arba’im Shanah BeAmerica (Forty Years in America [Tel-Aviv:

Masadah, 1955]), are the focus of this presentation.




Partl
Section A

Zevi Scharfstein: The Man, the Educator, and the Author

Judging by his autobiographical book, Arba 'im ShanahBeAmerica (Forty Years in
America), and by a variety of other testimonies and biographical sources, Zevi
Scharfstein was an erudite and gified man and a prolific writer. He was also well versed
in the ancient Jewish texts, including the Bible, the Mishnah, and the Talmud. Still, it
would be difficult to evaluate his literary or educational achievements as outstanding or
indispensable. Among the maskilim of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
Scharfstein was well known and respected, but he never achieved the rank of a
distinguished or dominant leader among his colleagues. Nevertheless, it would be a
mistake to underestimate this man or to dismiss his life’s accomplishments.

Zevi Scharfstein was born in Dunivits (also called Dunovits and Dunayevtsy),

now in western Ukraine, on March 15, 1884. His parents were religiously observant

Jews, but very little is known about them. Even in his autobiography, Scharfstein

mentions them only in passing. We know, however, that he studied in a heder and a
yeshiva, and that from an early age he had shown great affinity to Hebrew, Yiddish, and
teaching.

At this point it should be mentioned that as early as the 1830s, a Hebraic
movement began to spread throughout Eastern Europe. It was launched by such pioneers
as Abraham Mapu and continued with the great literary figures of Mendele Mokher

Seforim, I. L. Peretz, Ahad Ha’am, Shalom Aleichem, David Frischman, H. N. Bialik,




and many others. By the time Scharfstein was born, many Jewish communities had
already been heavily influenced by the Enlightenment, by early Zionism, and by the
active circles of Jews in Eastern Europe who dedicated their lives to the revival of the
Hebrew language, along with prolific and creative work in Yiddish. It was in this creative
and intellectually stimulating atmosphere that Scharfstein spent his formative years. As
early as 1900, at age sixteen, he was appointed as a teacher at a reformed hederin
Tarnow,’ back then in the Austrian province of western Galicia and now in Poland. Since
1903 he was determined to dedicate his life to Hebrew education. In 1908 he assumed the
position of principal in the Safah Berurah (Clear Language) school in Brzeziny.

We learn from Scharfstein’s autobiography that his financial condition was good.
He managed to live well, dwelled in the better and greener parts of town, and enjoyed the
respect of his students and their parents. This was quite the exception, as most of the

melamdim (heder teachers) were usually incompetent and often ignorant men who had

failed in every other occupation.? In fact, Scharfstein admits that he did not aspire to

leave Europe, and that it was only because of the dangers and rapidly deteriorating
conditions resulting from World War I that he was compelled to leave for America. A
month before the war broke out, Zevi married Shoshanah, one of his former Hebrew
students. The war forced him to leave Galicia before the publication of one of his
textbooks, and the couple escaped to Geneva, Switzerland. Because of Switzerland’s
political neutrality, they were able to spend a few weeks there to enable Shoshanah to
take advanced studies in French. During that time, Zevi began an intensive study of the

psychological aspects of teaching.

! See chapter 1, footnote 24.
2 Jewish Encyclopedia, see Heder.




He and his wife arrived in New York in the early fall of 1914. Before his arrival,
some of Scharfstein’s early textbooks had already been known in America. He was now
eager to meet other maskilim who, he was convinced, would help him to secure a
teaching position. He was not mistaken. With the help of Daniel Persky,’ one of the most
active members of the Hebraic circles in New York, Scharfstein was offered a position as
principal at a Hebrew day school in Stamford, Connecticut.

Although the Scharfsteins enjoyed the tranquility of suburban life in Stamford,
Zevi was frustrated with the conditions of Jewish education in America and the lack of
support and real enforcement by the students’ parents. In the American Jewish schools of
that time, as opposed to those in Eastern Europe, the children were not submissive, and

the teacher, who in most cases was unable to speak English, was more often a martyr than

a tyrant.4 Scharfstein also missed the company of his Hebraist colleagues in New York.

Through his acquaintance with Shalom Ber Maximon,” another Hebraist, who worked for
the New York Bureau of Jewish Education, Zevi was able to secure a position on the
bureau’s staff, which was under the general directorship of Samson Benderly.®
Consequently, in 1915, only a year after they moved to Stamford, the Scharfsteins
returned to New York, and Zevi began to work on his ideas for new Hebrew textbooks in
the fields of language instruction, Hebrew literature, the Bible, and Jewish history.
However, both the shaky financial situation at the bureau and the administrative
limitations that were imposed on him by Benderly prompted him to search for a more

satisfying and economically secure position. In 1916 he began teaching Hebrew and

3 See chapter 1, footnote 21.

* Jewish Encyclopedia, see Heder.
3 See part 11, section B, chapter 14.
¢ See part I1, section B, chapter 15.




Hebrew literature at the Jewish Theological Seminary, first as an instructor in its
Teachers Institute and later, and until his retirement in 1960, as a professor of Jewish
education. One of the most significant steps that Scharfstein had taken in order to
promote his own books was the establishment of the Shilo Publishing House in Brooklyn.
That way he no longer needed to depend on the favors, budgets, or business
considerations of others in the Hebrew publishing business.

In 1919 the Scharfsteins became parents to their first child, a son, whom they
named Ben Ami. A few years later their daughter, Shulamit, was born. Zevi made sure
that his son received a good foundation of Hebrew and Jewish education. In his early
years Ben Ami was homeschooled. He retained his skills and knowledge of the Hebrew
language, and in 1947 father and son coauthored a book titled Hebrew Self~-Taught (New
York: Zionist Organization of America).

Along with his dedication to Hebrew education in the United States, Scharfstein
was also extremely interested in the Hebrew education in Eretz Yisrae! (Palestine). He
traveled several times to Eretz Yisrael and was known for both commending and
criticizing the Hebrew education there. In one of his trips in 1926, he expressed his
concern that there were not enough good books in Hebrew for children to read, and that
compared with other countries, the vocabulary of Jewish children in Eretz Yisrael was
rather limited.”

During his fifty-eight years in the United States, Zevi Scharfstein had been deeply
committed to and highly active in the Hebraic circles in America and in its organizations,
institutions, and literary output. As early as 1917 he was elected to the executive

committee of Histadrut Halvrit BeAmerica (Hebrew Federation of America) and was one

7 Uriel Ofek, Sifrut Hayeladim Halvrit, 19001948 (Tel-Aviv: Devir, 1988).




of the signatories of the federation’s initial proclamation. Scharfstein was reelected to this
committee several times in subsequent years. He dedicates considerable space in his
autobiography to surveying the annual conventions of the federation, other conferences,
and special banquets in honor of Hebrew authors and poets. Scharfstein was one of the
speakers at the first convention in New York (1917), in many of the conventions that
followed, and in conferences of smaller Hebrew orders, such as Aggudat HaGeulah (The
Union of Redemption), Aggudat Masadah (The Union of Masadah), and the students’
Hebrew organization at New York’s City College. Nineteen-seventeen was also the
second year of the monthly Shachrut (Youth) that was edited by Scharfstein. In 1918 he
was one of the editors of a new compilation under the title Lu ‘ach Achiever (roughly
translated as Achiever’s Bulletin). In 1920 he became chief editor of a new federation
monthly, Tarbut (Culture), a periodical addressing the subjects of education, instruction,
and the Hebrew movement as a whole.

In the same year, and in light of the federation’s financial difficulties, Scharfstein
proposed to establish a special cultural fund that would underwrite many of the
federation’s activities. The idea was accepted but was not implemented until 1922 and
continued thereafter with inconsistent success. When the federation launched a series of
Hebrew lessons for adults, Scharfstein was one of the series’ teachers. He was also
frequently among those who welcomed and hosted guest Hebraists in New York, such as

David Yellin,® Shemaryahu Levin,” and Hirsch (Zevi) Perez Chajes.'® At the federation’s

® David Yellin (1864-1941), second generation to be born in Jerusalem. Member of the large and active
Yellin/Yehudah family in Israel. David was president of the Teachers® Association; also founded and
headed the Hebrew Teachers’ Seminary in Jerusalem. Professor of Hebrew poetry of the Spanish period at
the Hebrew University. Helped found Va-ad HaLashon, local B 'nai Brith, and the National Library.
Deputy mayor of Jerusalem, 1920-1925, and chairman of the Va’ad Le ummi, 1920-1928.

9 Shemaryahu Levin (1867—1935), b. Russia. Zionist leader; Hebrew and Yiddish author. Elected to the
first Russian Duma, 1906. Member of Zionist Executive, 1911. From 1914—1924 in the United States,




ninth conference, in Philadelphia (December 1926), Scharfstein was especially critical of
the many suggestions for improvements that had been brought up in the previous ten
years, but of which only a few had been implemented. He proposed that the federation
hire three enthusiastic Hebraists, who would travel across the country to sell
subscriptions for many of the federation’s and the other societies’ Hebrew publications.
The conference accepted another suggestion of his to publish a biweekly for the Jewish
youth in order to prepare the next generation for the challenges that American Jewry
faced and to assure continuity; after a few months the biweekly was published with the
name Ben HaDor (The Generation’s Son). At the tenth conference, in Paterson, New
Jersey, he spoke about the condition of the Hebrew culture in the world and bemoaned
the fact that although the number of subscribers to the weekly HaDoar (The Post) had
increased, it had not been possible to publish a bigger weekly and a monthly dedicated to
literature and science even with all the wealth in America.

In 1931, in spite of the financial difficulties that arose during the Depression, the
first Annual of American Jewry appeared, coedited by Scharfstein and M. Shoshani, pen
name of Menachem Ribalow,'! HaDoar’s editor. At the fifteenth conference, in Atlantic
City, New Jersey (1934), once again one of Scharfstein’s proposals was accepted—
namely, to establish an assisting committee that would support the (Ha)4cademia

LaLashon Halvrit (The Academy for the Hebrew Language). In 1936 Scharfstein was

directing propaganda work on Zionism and Hebrew culture. Sharp-witted publicist; famed speaker and
conversationalist, Settled in Eretz Yisrael in 1924. Wrote memoirs.

' Hirsch (Zevi) Perez Chajes (1876-1927), b. Poland. Rabbi, scholar, Zionist leader. Taught religion in
Lemberg and was librarian in Vienna, then taught Jewish history, Bible, and Hebrew in Florence’s Collegio
Rabbinico Haliano. In 1918 returned to Vienna and became chief rabbi. Ardent Zionist and distinguished
writer.

'* Menachem Ribalow (1895-1953), b. Volhynia district, Russia. Hebrew editor and essayist. In the United
States from 1921. From 1923 until his death, general editor of the Hebrew weekly HaDoar, Edited other
publications, including an anthology of American Hebrew poetry in Yiddish. Was a leader of Histadrut
Halvrit of America, and copresident of the World Hebrew Union.




elected to the board of the Israel Matz Foundation for the support of Hebrew authors.'? In
a 1941 issue of HaDoar, Scharfstein wrote an article in support of the idea to establish a
summer camp “in an entirely Jewish environment.” In that same year it was Scharfstein
who was first with the idea of Hagigat BeReshit (renewing the old custom to celebrate
the beginning of the annual study of the Torah in Hebrew schools at the beginning of the
Jewish year). In 1943 a special conference of Hebrew writers was organized in
commemoration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Hebrew Federation. Scharfstein
was once again one of the principal speakers. In December 1947, just days after the
United Nations’ vote to create a Jewish state according to the Partition Plan, the Hebrew
Federation of America organized a conference on Mount Scopus in Jerusalem, and
Scharfstein was one of the delegates. He also attended the First World Hebrew Congress
in Jerusalem in the summer of 1950. In 1952 Scharfstein entered into a bitter debate with
Dr. Judah Pilch,'"? in which Pilch supported teaching the Bible in English, while
Scharfstein was adamant that it must be taught in Hebrew. Writing in HaDoar, he called
Dr. Pilch’s ideas “a witch doctor’s medicine for Hebrew education.” In 1954 the Hebrew
Academy was founded and the federation marked two other major events: it mourned the
recent death of Menachem Ribalow, and it celebrated Scharfstein’s seventieth birthday.
Scharfstein remained active in Hebraic circles until 1969, when he was eighty-
five years old. He was one of the most prodigious contributors to the Hebrew press. His

regular column in the American Hebrew weekly HaDoar dealt with political and,

'2 Isracl Matz (1869~1950), b. Russian Poland. U.S. manufacturer, philanthropist, patron of Hebrew
scholarship. Founded Ex-Lax Company, 1906. Published the Hebrew monthly HaToren, 1922-1925,
Established a foundation for support of Hebrew authors, 1925,

' Judah Piich (1902-1986), b. Ukraine. Jewish educator. Ordained as rabbi in Turkey. In the United States
from 1928. MA, Columbia University, New York City; PhD, Dropsie College, Philadelphia. Involved with
many educational institutions, including HUC-JIR in Los Angeles. Early 1950s, organized the first Jewish
Teachers seminar in Israel. From 1934-1938, vice president of the Histadrut Halvrit. Prolific author in
Hebrew, Yiddish, and English.
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especially, literary issues and events.' In 1940 he became editor of the educational
periodical Shevilei HaChinukh (The Paths of Education), where his assistant and
colleague for many years was William Chomsky (father of the renowned linguist and
political activist Noam Chomsky).'® Zevi Scharfstein died in New York on October 11,
1972.

There were two main themes that dominated and shaped Zevi Scharfstein’s life
story. The first was his love and passion for the Hebrew language, and the second had to
do with his ongoing efforts to adapt to life in America. Reading between the lines,
Scharfstein’s frustrations emerge, and one can see that although a love and zeal for the
Hebrew language was burning inside him, his enthusiasm was never contagious to his
students. Throughout his autobiography one gets the impression that he strongly believed
that the ignorance of Hebrew is among the greatest spiritual defects of American Jews;
that unless this is remedied, and speedily, the Hebrew language is doomed to disappear
from among the Jewish people in America, and that a Judaism without Hebrew is
impossible. He believed that the knowledge of Hebrew is imperative for loyal Jews, since
an ignorance of it precludes a decent appreciation or regard for Jewish values. Scharfstein
probably realized that many would openly and even emphatically disagree with such
strong feelings, and yet it seems that he believed there resides in the subconscious mind

of the Jew a sense of remorse, perhaps even of guilt, about the neglect of the ancient

tongue.'® Scharfstein had something to rely on when he felt so strongly about this subject,

" Most of the information on Scharfstein’s role in the various conferences comes from Moshe Pelli’s
HaTarbut Halvrit BeAmerica, mentioned on page 1.

¥ William Chomsky (1896-1977), b. Russia. U.S. educator and writer; from 1913 in the United States;
from 1922 on the faculty of Gratz College in Philadelphia, becoming chairman in 1949, From 1954 also
lecturer at Dropsie College on Hebrew language, literature, and education.

¢ 1da Nasatir, book review of Hebrew Self-Taught, by Zevi and Ben-Ami Scharfstein, 1946,
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because during his lifetime he had witnessed the remarkable growth of the Jewish
community in Palestine. But as Hebrew language and literature blossomed in Palestine,
Scharfstein’s frustrations grew stronger as he realized that although such growth was
occurring in Palestine, it was unlikely to materialize in America. His frustrations must
have also stemmed from his own inability to ignite the flames of love and passion for the
Hebrew language in his own students, most likely because he was first and foremost a
scholar and writer rather than a charismatic teacher or a teacher who could easily relate to
American Jewish youth. As a teacher in America, he could no longer rely on the customs
and the social infrastructure of the Jewish shtetl that had helped him in elevating his
position and authority as a Hebrew teacher in Eastern Europe. As a maskil, Zevi was
exposed to and adopted the high intellectual and artistic standards of European high
society. In New York he became an art connoisseur and a collector of paintings, some of
which he bequeathed to the Metropolitan Museum of Art (including The Beach, by
Beatriz Milhazes, and White Flag, by Jasper Jones).

When Zevi arrived in the United States in 1914, he was already thirty years old.
His age, along with his apparent introverted, low-key, and humble personality, had much
to do with his difficulties in adapting to the dynamic and rapidly changing life in
America. The general impression from his autobiography is that Zevi Scharfstein
remained a Jewish transplant on American soil, one who remained an Eastern European
Jew in his soul, in his habits, and in his worldview. Throughout his life, everything in the
American milieu—skyscrapers and private lawns, the endless types of dogs and the
colorful demographics of New York—never ceased to fascinate him. And yet he

remained an outsider, an observer rather than a wholehearted participant. With his talents,

12




knowledge, intelligence, and creative output, he had the tools to become a leader. Yet
decisive factors in his life and personality prevented him from becoming a significant
one.

His outlook also remained deeply ingrained in the male-dominated Jewish society
of nineteenth-century Europe. In his writings, for example, he repeatedly uses the
expression “I and my wife” (or “me and my wife”), rather than the polite “My wife and
I.” It may be that Scharfstein did not use such language intentionally, but perhaps the
culture of more than a century ago, when the man was the dominant figure in the family,
subconsciously influenced his writing style. In chapter 23 of his autobiography,
Scharfstein confesses that to the end of his life he himself had remained among those
immigrants who related to life in America with ambivalence: although his previous
criticism of the American lifestyle and values had somewhat abated, he never fully
adapted to life in America to the point of total acceptance or patriotism. And in spite of
the fact that he was glad his own daughter received Jewish education without resentment,
he rarely mentioned or wrote on the topic of Jewish education for girls.!”

Nonetheless, as attested above, Zevi Scharfstein was active, known, and respected
among the Hebrew writers and Jewish educators in New York. Many of his writings were
well received, and the Histadrut Ivrit (Hebrew Federation) implemented a number of his
original ideas. The Hebrew Culture Center in New York contributed to Hebrew education
in its own way by publishing numerous children’s books and textbooks. Several of these

books were written by Scharfstein and were widely used, as described in his

"7 Iris Parush and Ann Brener, “The Politics of Literacy: Women and Foreign Languages in Jewish Society
of 19th-Century Europe.” In Modern Judaism, vol. 15, no. 2 (May 1995), pp. 183-206.
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autobiography. This issue leads us to a more thorough discussion of Scharfstein’s

autobiographical work itself.




Partl

Section B
An Analysis of Scharfstein’s Autobiography, Arba’im Shanah BeAmerica, and Its

Historical Significance

In light of the above statement that Scharfstein’s output is probably not “outstanding or
indispensable,” it is appropriate to explain, nonetheless, the importance of his
autobiographical work, Arba’im Shanah BeAmerica. There are several reasons that make
this book very valuable for the study of various aspects of American Jewish history: First,
it is an autobiography—that is, not a secondary work, but an original document and
testimony by a Jewish person who emigrated from Eastern Europe to America and lived
there for the rest of his life. In it, the author demonstrates a keen eye and ear for all that
surrounds him in the New World. Scharfstein provides enlightening and detailed
information that ranges from the architecture and furnishing of an expensive apartment
on Park Avenue to a flea market on the Lower East Side, and from advertisements in
Hebrew and Yiddish newspapers in the fall of 1914 to the proceedings at a Zionist
convention in Boston. He is never bashful about expressing his intellectual insights or
emotional reactions with regard to the people he met, the sights he saw, and the events
that occurred in his life. We need to bear in mind, though, that Scharfstein was writing
his memoirs. To a large extent he relied on his memory, and occasionally he erred with

dates or names. Therefore, for the verification of factual accuracy, other sources should

be consuited.
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Second, Scharfstein’s descriptions and analyses do not exist in a vacuum.
Through hundreds of fascinating details he compares his experiences in America with his
old life in Eastern Europe. Thus, the reader can identify with the writer’s experiences and
evaluations. By doing so, Scharfstein assures that we not only gain knowledge about the
many facets of the Jewish immigrant’s new life in America, but that we also learn about
the differences between Jewish life in America and in Eastern Europe.

Third, because of Scharfstein’s superb knowledge of and passion for the Hebrew
language, he was able to situate himself at the center of the maskilim and the Hebraic
circles in New York during the first half of the twentieth century. In fact, little is known
from other sources about this world of ardent Hebrew partisans who believed they could
create a Hebrew literature in America. These fanatics were moving in a countercultural
direction, since Jewish immigrants were consumed with a desire to learn the English
language and adjust to the American culture. Scharfstein’s autobiography gives many
examples of the tremendous social, political, and literary activities that took place among
those Hebraic circles that began as early as the 1870s. Few books give such a great
amount of valuable information on this topic, and Scharfstein’s knowledge of it is the
result of his own firsthand experiences.

Fourth, Scharfstein’s autobiography dedicates several chapters to detailed
descriptions of his encounter with a number of important contemporary Hebraists and
Zionists in America, such as Louis Brandeis, Shalom Dov Ber Maximon, Samson
Benderly, Dr. Moshe Halevi, and Dr. Nissan Touroff, to mention but a few. Although
information on some of these personalities is available elsewhere, Scharfstein’s memoirs

provide colorful information that can only be gained from the author’s personal
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experience with these personalities. His chapter on Henrietta Szold, for example, is a
masterpiece in miniature.

Fifth, because this autobiography covers the period that stretches from 1914
through 1954, from World War I through nine years after World War I, we gain
important information on a wide variety of subjects. We learn, for example, about East
European Jewish immigration in the twentieth century, and about the fact that not all
Jews who came to America were impoverished. We learn from the very inside about the
great problems, challenges, failures, and success stories concerning a critically important
period in the history of Jewish education in America. We get a very close look at the
activities of the various Hebrew societies in New York, New England, and the East
Coast. We learn of the social and physical environment of a fairly well-to-do Jew in New
York; indeed, it is an eye-opener to those who are only familiar with the harsh conditions
experienced by so many of the Jewish immigrants who settled in New York’s Lower East
Side. And we also learn about Jewish political, labor, and welfare organizations, and
Jewish leadership in America in the first half of the twentieth century: how they
functioned; the nature of their internal relationships; who was in charge; the challenges
and obstacles they faced; and so on.

Finally, the fact that this autobiography is written in the Hebrew language and,
furthermore, in a euphuistic style that often incorporates ancient Jewish aphorisms, and

both Aramaic and Yiddish terms and expressions, makes Scharfstein’s memoirs

inaccessible to those who cannot overcome these linguistic hurdles. In light of the points

mentioned above, there is much value in translating and annotating this autobiography




into English and thus making its contents accessible to many more readers who will

benefit from the collection of information in Zevi Scharfstein’s autobiography.
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Part 1l

Prefatory Note: In section A of part II, I have provided readers with a fluid translation
and a detailed annotation of five chapters of Scharfstein’s autobiography: chapters 1
through 4 and chapter 30. Because of time limitations and the expected scope of this
presentation, I have provided in section B of part II a summation, but without annotation,

of the remaining twenty-five chapters.
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Part 11

Section A

Translation and Annotation

Chapter 1

Our Guide in New York

I
What were the factors that caused me and my wife to leave Europe and to set out to a
faraway land, to the United States—a land to which we did not aspire to come? The
factors were blood, fire, and columns of smoke. We got out of Europe in 1914 as World
War I broke out. We traveled from Genoa by an Italian ship, small by size and light by
weight and baggage, with its romantic name, Duca di L'Abruzzi,' that was rocking about
on the surface of the sea waves as the strong autumn winds were blowing.

Were we happy in our voyage? I do not know how to define the essence of
happiness. Humboldt would say,” “I realized that happiness doesn’t depend on events, of
and by themselves, but in our relation to them.” The events, of and by themselves—there
was nothing in them to gladden our hearts. In Europe the lights dimmed, and life
deteriorated, and cities crumbled, and the conflagration spread out. I did not know of my
father’s and my brother’s fate in Russia, and my wife’s parents escaped from Galicia and

sought shelter for themselves in a foreign city, in Vienna, Austria’s capital. And we—we

! In italian: The Duke of Abruzzi. Abruzzi is a mountainous region in central Italy, bordering on the
Adriatic Sea in the east, with L’ Aquila as its capital.

2 Wilheim von Humboldt (1767-1835); German linguist, author, education reformer, and diplomat who
advocated the seif-development of man. Was a regular member of the circle at the home of the leading
Jewish intellectual Henriette Herz in Berlin,
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were exiled to a foreign country, and Korach’s mammon we did not bring with us. In my
pocket was forty dollars, or perhaps forty minus one—the one I gave as a tip to the waiter
on the ship. And what other possessions did we bring? One suitcase of summer clothes
and a stationery chest that contained numerous books and illustrated cards, postcards of
landscapes from Switzerland and Italy, souvenirs from the places in which we spent our
honeymoon. Kinsfolk and relatives we did not have in the new land, except for a remote
relative of my wife’s, whom we notified of our coming and were not sure whether our
letter reached him, and whether he practiced the saying of our sages, may their memory
be for blessings: “g 'dolah haknasat orchim.”* In short, we went toward a mist. And yet
our spirits did not sag. We were young and did not need to repeat Bialik’s question:
“They say there is love in the world; what is love?™

And the atmosphere on the ship—it, too, distracted us from tomorrow’s worries.
The Holy One, blessed be He, graced us with the privilege to meet a famous Italian
female singer who had been invited to San Francisco for a series of concerts. She became
friends with my wife, and on her account the days of our journey turned into one long
festival. Every day the travelers in first and second class assembled in the music room,
and when the singer Adaberto appeared,® they outpoured words upon her in order that she

would please them with her voice. She refused somewhat, but then granted their wish. An

* From Numbers 16 in the Bible. Korach, a Levite, was punished by death when the earth opened its mouth
and swallowed him and his household after he challenged Moses’s and Aaron’s leadership. Jewish tradition
says Korach possessed great wealth.

* In Hebrew: Great is the welcoming of guests. Paraphrase of Mishnah, Avot 1:5 and 3:12.

% Hayyim Nahman Bialik (1873-1934), b. Volhinya (western Ukraine). Greatest modern Hebrew poet.
Essayist, story writer, translator, editor. Lived in Zhitomir, Odessa, Berlin (1921) and Tel-Aviv (from
1924). Literary editor of several periodicals, founder of two publishing houses, compiler of selections of
Aggadic lore; deeply influenced Hebrew literature and the development of the language. The line above is
taken from Bialik’s poem Hakhnisini tahat k ‘'nafekh (“Take me under your wing”).

¢ Esther Adaberto (1872-1954), b. Naples, Italy. Dramatic soprano; appeared in many European opera
houses as well as those in New York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and other cities.
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acquaintance of hers, an Italian newspaper editor, sat at the piano to accompany her, and
she opened with an aria. Those Italian travelers, who were experts in singing, turned into
a choir and sang with enthusiasm the classical repertoire, thereby silencing the engine’s
noise. Thus we passed the days and the evenings in pleasures. The waves lapped, and the
wheels rotated fast, turning the seawater into foam—and the choir sang mightily, making
us forget past and future.

But sometimes when | sat alone on the bedcovers, or during sleepless nights, a
worry filled my heart. Where am I going? What hidden things await us in the new land?
And then I remembered the contents of letters from America, published by the Hebrew
newspapers in Russia. I also recalled compositions by Yiddish poets who lived there. I
read The Poems from the Ghetto of Morris Rosenfeld’ in the German translation by

Berthold Feiwel,® which were published in Berlin with Ephraim Lilien’s illustrations and

ornamentation.” The rhymes on the workers’ hard labor at the sweatshop factories still

ring in my ears:

The machines in the factory hum with persistence.
Sometimes I forget in the noise my existence—

In the tumult I wander as do most,

7 Morris Rosenfeld (1862-1923), b. Poland; in the United States from 1886. Pioneer of Yiddish poetry.
Worked in New York City sweatshops. Known as “Poet Laureate of Labor.” Coedited Der Ashmeday,
1894, a satirical humorous weekly, and the daily New Yorker Morgenbiat, 1905.

% Berthold Feiwel (1875-1937), b. Moravia. Zionist leader; Herzel's close associate; editor in chief of the
Zionist organ Die Welt, 1901. One of Keren Hayesod's first directors. In London from 1919. Settled in
Jerusalem, 1933.

? Ephraim Moses Lilien (1874-1925), Austrian illustrator and printmaker. First artist to become involved in
the Zionist movement. A founder of the Berlin publishing house Jidischer Veriag. His Herzl portraits and
decorations for the Golden Book of Jewish National Fund are familiar to Zionists all over the world.

Turned from book illustrating to etching, 1908. Lieutenant in the Austro-Hungarian army during World
War L
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I become a machine, and my soul is lost.

I work and I toil without count,

Products are made, accumulate and mount.
What for and for whom?—I won’t know nor ask,
Can machines meditate and carry the task?

No feelings, idea, nor insight,

Brutal work crushes with might

All that’s tender, noble, and deep,

All worthy things one’s trying to keep.
Moments pass quickly and hours float,

And night or day, too, rush like a sailboat.

I chase after engines and machines as in flight,

Senselessly I run, aimlessly I row—no shore in sight.

Lilien’s illustrations were a sad accompaniment to the poems. In his illustration to
the poem “The Sewing Man” we see a worker, consumption-stricken, fallen cheeks, bent
at the sewing machine and working relentlessly. This worker will not be privileged to see

his young son and play with him at his home, and he laments:

Only seldom will I see him awake,

My tiny sweet boy, my love’s sake,
Mormning and night into his room I peep,
But always, always in his bed he’s asleep.

Early to work I go, to see my son I yearn,
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Too long I stay away, too late I return,
Oh, how strange is my child’s glare,

How foreign is my son’s stare.'’

Would my destiny be as theirs?

In truth, I hoped to be engaged there in my beloved profession. To that day,
teaching had brought me pleasure, comfortable life, and good status in society. And what
would be the Hebrew teacher’s lot in the new land? Regarding this issue, too, a sad word
had come to me surreptitiously. I remembered reading about the schools and the teacher’s

situation in that metropolis in letters published in HaOlam'' by my city resident Akiva

Fleischmann,'? who wandered to New York. The parents, he wrote, admire the American

education and look down on Hebrew education. The Jewish mother adorns her sons when
they go to the public school, and when it is time for them to go to Talmud Torah, she
takes off their pretty clothes and dresses them with patched and tattered clothes, and
sometimes the children would come there barefoot, with no shoes on their feet.

Barefoot? Will I teach barefoot children? That image seemed odd to me, and my
heart did not let me believe it.

And a Jewish woman from New York who was traveling with us on the ship told

me that the instructors and teachers in New York are poor and destitute, because they

' This poem was translated by Avigdor HaMeiri, as published in Gilyonot, Tel-Aviv, issue 162-63.

"' In Hebrew: The World. HaOlam was the central organ of the World Zionist Organization. Published
weekly, 1907-1950 (excerpt for short intervals.) Hebrew counterpart of Die Welt. Edited in Cologne, Vilna,
Odessa, London, Berlin, and from 1936 in Jerusalem.

2 Akiva Fleischmann (1870-1929), b. Donevtsi, Podolia (Ukraine). Began as a heder (see footnote 24 in
this chapter) and yeshiva teacher; in the United States since 1897; Hebrew teacher and journalist. Was
secretary of the periodical HaModi’a LaHadashim (1900-1901). Was one of the pioneers of Hebrew
pedagogical journalism, and founder of the periodical Hed HaMoreh {1915).
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earn a meager salary, and in order to fill the shortage for their livelihood, they become
peddiers as well, selling boxes of Wissotsky tea or brandy."

I heard these things, but in my heart I couldn’t believe them. More than ten years I
had functioned as a teacher in Europe, liked by my pupils and respected by their parents.
Even there, in the cities of poverty, I never saw Jewish children coming barefoot to their
lessons. This must have been an exaggeration. And in my heart I felt confident about my
future. And this confidence had something upon which to rely.

In my pocket there was a letter, written in euphuistic Russian, by Zevi Aberson,"
one of the heads of the Russian Zionists in Switzerland, to his friend Abraham
Goldberg,'® one of the directors of the Zionist movement in the United States. In my
wife’s purse there was a letter from Dr. Robinson,'® professor of history and political
economics, to his friend Professor Seligman, both of Columbia University.!” He asked his
colleague to be helpful to her.

And in a Hebrew periodical—if 1 am not mistaken, in HaMe ‘orer,'® edited by J.

H. Brenner and published in London'®—I found Daniel Persky’s address.?® Apparently, I

13 Kalonymus Ze’ev Wissotsky (1824-1904), merchant, philanthropist, supporter of Hibbat Zion.
Established in Moscow the famous tea firm that bears his name; supported and financed Hebrew literature,
e.g., HaShilo'ach.

" Zevi Aberson (1875-1951), b. Poland. Zionist journalist and political activist. Directed the Zionist
Organization’s office in Geneva in the 1920s, and was in charge of the Comite de Delegationes Juives
designed to protect Jewish rights in the Diaspora.

1> Abraham Goldberg (1883-1942), b. Yarmolintsy, Podolia, Ukraine. Zionist, politician, writer, and
political commentator. Was among the founders of Poalei-Zion (Zion’s Workers) in America. Edited the
Poalei-Zion’s quarterly organ, Freie Stimme {Free Voice); from 1909 edited the Zionist Organization of
America’s weekly Dos Yiddische Folk, and for a while also edited the Hebrew monthly HaToren.

' James H. Robinson (1863~1936), American born; professor of history, Columbia University, 1895-1919;
founded New School for Social Research, 1919. In 1929 made president of the American Historical
Association (from American National Biography Online, www.anb.org).

'” Edwin R. Seligman (1861-1939), American born; from 1885, professor of economics, Columbia
University,

'® In Hebrew: The Rouser. A Hebrew monthly published in London 1906-1907, edited by J. H. Brenner;
influenced the generation of the Second Aliyah and Hebrew literature of the period.

% Joseph Hayyim Brenner (1881-1921), b. Poland. Hebrew writer; moved to London in 1904. From 1909
in Eretz Yisrael. Lived in Jaffa and was killed during the Arab riots of 1921. Exercised great influence as
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said to myself, a patron of Hebrew. I sent a letter from Genf, Switzerland, and notified
him that I was about to come to New York in the beginning of autumn, and [ asked him
to try hard on my behalf to find for me a position “that is respectful of me and my
activities in the field of education to this day.” Although I was a foreigner and he would
not know me, I had nonetheless acquired two loyal referees, Jewish residents of America,

who had witnessed my teaching in school.

The first witness was Professor Gotthard Deutsch from Cincinnati.?' During his

travels in Russia, he came to Berdichev to research the life of the Jews in that town,? and
the town’s most distinguished citizens brought him to the “reformed heder,” the institute
that was their glory. Deutsch’s arrival made an impression on the town. He was tall,
broad-shouldered, and possessed a distinctive countenance. His glory was his beard—a
long beard, split in two, and sprinkled with gray hair. The beard lent him a majesty of
ancient times, an ancestral majesty. He walked with assurance as a liberated man, before
whose eyes there was no fear, with his head proudly raised. At his right hip swung a

camera, enclosed in a yellow leather case, hung from the shoulder by a strap. As I walked

novelist, short story writer, critic, philosopher, translator, editor, and publisher. Connected with Jewish
labor movement.

2 Daniel Persky (1887-1962), b. Minsk. U.S. Hebraist, educator, and journalist; in New York from 1906.
Taught at Herzliah Hebrew Teachers’ College, New York City. Edited Hebrew children’s magazines.
Wrote books on Hebrew grammar and syntax, and was a leading figure in U.S. Hebrew-speaking circles.
2! Gotthard Deutsch (1859-1921), b. Kanitz, Moravia. Rabbi, historian, and theologian. In 1891 appointed
professor of Jewish history at Hebrew Union Center, Cincinnati, Ohio. Succeeded Isaac Mayer Wise as
editor of the German American monthly Deborah. Director of the Jewish history division of the Jewish
Encyclopedia. Was a moderate in the Reform movement and had sympathy toward Zionism and
Orthodoxy.

2 Berdichev, city in the Ukraine; second-largest Jewish community in nineteenth-century Russia. Jewish
community from eighteenth century. Important center of Hasidism and the seat of the Hasidic #sadik Levi
Isaac of Berdichev. Jewish population declined from more than forty-six thousand in 1861 to fifteen
thousand in 1970.

 The reformed heder was founded by Jewish maskilim at the outset of the twentieth century in Eastern
European towns and villages. It emphasized pedagogy and teaching in Hebrew. It mainly served families
who could afford to send their children to the reformed heder. In the old (traditional) heder the teaching
language was “old” Yiddish, and subjects included mainly the Bible, the Talmud, reading, writing, and
basic arithmetic,
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with him in the streets of Berdichev, the passers-by would look at him with awe and
would move aside to make room for him. Such a beautiful and handsome Jew, patriarchal
and modern at once, had rarely been seen there. And the camera gave proof that he had
come from afar.

As he entered the class that I taught in the “reformed heder,” he turned to me and
said in Hebrew, with a Sephardi dialect,®* “I came from America,” he said to me, “and it
is my wish to be acquainted with Jewish life in Russia. Would you permit me to test the
children?”

“We would be honored.”

“Do they study Jewish history?”

“Yes.”

“From which period?”

“From the Middle Ages.”

He asked the children about Yehudah Halevi®® and Maimonides.?® In spite of his
Sephardi dialect, the children understood him and answered his questions properly.

“I wish we had such schools in America,” he said with excitement.

The second witness was Reuben Brainin.?’ During his travels through Galicia in

the year 1908, I invited him to Brzeziny,”® in which I was principal of the Safah Berurah

# A major ethnic and cultural branch of the Jewish people that originated with the Jews in Spain and
Portugal before the expulsion of 1492 (its counterpart in Western and Central Europe is the Ashkenazi
branch). Many of these Jews settled later in North Africa, Eretz Yisrael, Turkey, Greece, the Balkans,
southern Italy, southern France, and the Netherlands. They have a unique Hebrew dialect, most of which
has been adopted by the State of Israel. They also created their own Judeo-Spanish language called Ladino.
3 Yehudah (Judah) HaLevi (ca. 1075-1141), b. Spain. Physician and great Hebrew poet and philosopher.
Wrote both religious and secular verse; more than 800 poems and 350 piyyutim; many are imbued with
longing for Zjon. Introduced forms of Arabic poetry into Hebrew verse. His philosophical Kuzari is in the
form of a dialogue. Set out to Eretz Yisrael; arrived in Egypt in 1140 and died there.

% Commonly used name for Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, also known as Rambam, (1135-1204), b. Spain.
Fled persecution to Morocco, then lived as a physician in Egypt. An outstanding rabbinic authority,
codifier, and philosopher. His two greatest works are Misneh Torah and Guide of the Perplexed.
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school,?? to lecture on the revival of the Hebrew language and literature. He, too, tested
the children and praised them.
And if these two highly regarded individuals would recommend me, | said in my

heart, a position would certainly be found for me. So why should I worry?

11
The festive feeling on the ship was gradually dwindling. When you are in the middle of
the sea, you are cut off from the world and its worries. Your bread is baked, your fish is
fried, your wine is poured, waiters hurry to fulfill your requests, and daily, in the
afternoon and evening, musicians please you with classical melodies. This ship was like a
showboat. But as you approached shore, you remembered life’s responsibilities and
battles. Tomorrow you would wake up from your sleep, and the task of earning your keep
on foreign soil would burden you.

The passengers of first and second class had already taken out their binoculars to
gaze at the distant ships and look for the faint coastal line. And as for the Italian
immigrants in steerage, who smiled and tugged at their long mustaches good-naturedly
throughout the voyage, they now appeared somber, their hardened, suntanned, and wind-
beaten faces clouded with seriousness. Parents and their children assembled in groups on
the crowded deck, voices mixed in a gargle—a very great tumult. Men carried their

trunks, wooden trunks with metal hoops, and gathered them in one place. Their low-

27 Reuben Brainin (1862~1939), b. Bielorussia. Hebrew and Yiddish author and critic. Lived in Vienna
from 1892 and in the United States from 1909. Wrote on Hebrew literature in context of world literature;
introduced biography into Hebrew literature.

2 Brzeziny (also Brzezany), Galicia (today in western Ukraine). Center of textiles; Jews from early
seventeenth century. First synagogue made of stone, 1893. Rabbi Abraham Bornstein’s Yeshivah
established in late nineteenth century. In 1912 its Jewish population stood at 8,214,

? In Hebrew: Clear Language.

28




stature, wives in oversized dresses busied themselves with the pots and pans and put them

into heavy bags as their sons and daughters stood by to assist them.

The ship slowed down. A boat with a raised American flag was seen. The captain
and his deputy stood by the guardrail and saluted. The boat approached, the ship’s sailors
lowered a rope ladder, and the officials climbed aboard.

The officials sat in a hall to check the passengers—the American citizens. In the
meantime, tugboats came and pulled the ship into the harbor. The passengers who stayed
behind in the cabins began to disembark. They walked in couples and pairs, a husband
and his wife, a man and his friend, calm and confident, smiling toward their country and
countrymen. In front of them, the ship’s porters carried the elegant leather suitcases and
the heavy trunks, the clothes trunks. Behind the harbor’s handrail stood a mass of people
who had come to welcome their relatives. Standing on their tiptoes, they stretched out
their necks to get a glimpse of those coming and waved with their kerchiefs. Adaberto
said good-bye to my wife with hugs and kisses, and with pleas to correspond with her.

Little by little, the ship became empty of her privileged passengers. Now we—the
foreigners, the immigrants—remained behind. We were taken down into a steamboat in
order to take us over to Ellis Island for a check—according to the immigration law.
Autumn winds were bowing. We felt like strangers, dependent on the kindness of others,
and discriminated against.

This uneasy feeling increased as we got closer to Ellis Island, with its green lawn.
The island was beautiful and pleasant, but it neither attracted our eyes nor gladdened our
hearts. Sadness surrounded us. We found ourselves under supervision—officials in front

and behind us. Like a herd they led us and directed our steps. We entered a big building
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with gray walls. We passed in line in front of physicians, our heads uncovered. The first
physician examined each head and sometimes would stretch his hand to dishevel an
immigrant’s hair. A second physician examined the eyes, looking for trachoma or other
defects.*® It is not the examination itself that devalues our human worth, but the way it is
executed, wholesale. Like a flock we are—a flock of sheep. The physician doesn’t treat
you as a human being—he only directs his gaze on the place that needs to be checked,
and to the rest his eyes are blind. The saying by our sages, of blessed memory, is aiso not

practiced here: “A bride whose eyes are beautiful is exempt from a total body

examination.”*! Only my wife remained upbeat. She smiled at everyone, and everyone

smiled back at her.

We were called before the head of the commission and his entourage-—those who
were seated at a long table. A middle-aged Jewish woman turned to me and spoke to me
in German, which language I speak. After responding 1o several routine questions, the
head of the commission looked at us with smiling face and sent us away as liberated

people.

“I wish you success,” said the commission’s head, and we felt relieved.

I11
A policeman led us to the room’s door that opened into the hall, and out of the multitude
of people came toward us “the uncle” from De Lancey Street.

“Are you Mendel’s daughter? And this is your husband? Welcome!”

**Trachoma is a contagious disease of the eye with inflamed granulation on the inner surface of the lids.
u Paraphrase of a passage in the Babylonian Talmud, Order Moed, Tractate Ta’anit, 24 A.
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In front of us stood a man about sixty years of age, whose pale face, hands with
swollen veins, and somewhat crooked fingers bespoke of one who toiled and busied
himself as a laborer. But with all of this, there was a dignity in his looks and speech. His
clothes were clean and pressed, although they were made out of cheap fabric, roughly
sewn, as are those that are sold to the masses. His beard was broad and combed and well
cultivated. His speech was measured, as if he was counting his words. His only flaw was
being somewhat cross-eyed, and this detracted from his purposeful importance.

“Shalom Aleichem!”*? he said, as he gazed and examined me. “You are probably
very tired from your journey.”

“No, Uncle,” erupted my wife with glee, “we traveled in second class and enjoyed
delicious food, beautiful singing, and interesting companions. It was a pleasurable
voyage.”

“So it was,” replied my uncle coolly, quite sternly. “You enjoyed yourselves!
Times have certainly changed. It wasn’t so when we came here. Anyway, let’s go home
and have a cup of tea. Don’t worry. You have a tour guide in this country.”

I picked up the light suitcase, and my wife carried the stationery chest in her arms,
the one that contained the illustrated cards, and we followed our tour guide to a small
boat that would take us to New York.

In the boat we sat on a long bench—I to my uncle’s right and my wife to his
left—and our good patron began with questions about my wife’s family. Afterward he
told me with caiculated modesty that he was a worker when he came, but now he was a
contractor—employing workers in a textile factory. On account of our arrival, he had

called that morning a holiday and came to meet us. Into his speech he interpolated poetic

32 In Hebrew: Welcome! May peace be upon you!
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verses. His words were heard pleasantly and importantly. And I will admit that he evoked
in me feelings of respect. When we disembarked at Battery Park,>* we boarded the
Broadway cable car. Out of curiosity I looked at the tall buildings and the rapid traffic in
the streets. [ sensed the blazing breath of a metropolis. The passers-by were rushing out
of nervous impulse, and on their faces signs of worry for a missed hour.

In just a few days I, too, will be among these, who are chased by toil, I said in my
heart, and a wave of excitement filled my heart.

Meantime, I saw my uncle consulting with the conductor. He spoke English
halitingly, and the conductor looked at him unkindly. I wanted to help my uncle, but
because I couldn’t understand a word of the conversation, I asked the conductor,
“Sprechen Zie Deutsch?"**

“ Jawohl ™

And the conductor told me with annoyance that this man stuttered in English and
didn’t know exactly what he wanted.

“An anti-Semite,” my uncle said to me. “He pretends not to understand me. We
need to go as far as lower De Lancey and then switch to another cable car, but he can’t
answer me like a human being.”

My uncle’s face had changed. His two eyes, both the good one and the flawed

one, shot bolts of rage. His thick eyebrows stood on end.

% Battery Park (known to New Yorkers as “The Battery”) is a twenty-one-acre public park located at the
southern tip of Manhattan in New York City. The park is named for the artillery that was stationed there
during the colonial era to protect the harbor. To the northwest of the park lies Battery Park City, an area of
landfill redevelopment built in the 1970s and 1980s.

** In German: Do you speak German?

35 In German: Yes.
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I explained to the conductor where we were going, and he gave us transit tickets
and said to me, “When you arrive at De Lancey I will give you a cue, and you will take
the cable car on the same street all the way to your home.” I handed the ticket to my tour
guide and promised him that I would take him to his place. He took the ticket from my

hand, turned toward the windows, and spoke not a word.

v
As the De Lancey cable car was going down the street, I realized that I was sitting among
my people. These are my brothers——those whose beards are cut neatly, shaven, or grown.
Most of them are “modern,” a cheap modernity: short and dull-colored clothes, crushed
and dusty hats whose brims are bent down, hesitating, flappy, and their dressing gowns
not the cleanest. And the main thing: wrinkled faces, plowed with suffering and toil.

On the street there is mayhem. People rush, bump into each other, excusing each
other angrily. From time to time I catch a glimpse of signs with Hebrew letters: Kosher®
and also LaMehadrin min HaMehadrin.>" | see a great number of shops, as well as sale
counters, burdened with merchandise. This atmosphere is familiar to me—the atmosphere
of fairs: it has neither beauty, nor splendor, nor good tidings, but it testifies of life and
lessens the feelings of alienation.

It has neither beauty nor splendor, since even in the towns of Galicia, from which

I came, Brzeziny, and Tarmow,>® I didn’t dwell in the crowded, poverty-stricken

* In Yiddish: Fulfilling the requirements of Jewish law as pertaining to food and its preparation.

7 In Aramaic: For the strictest of the strict.

% City in Poland east of Cracow. Jews there from fiftcenth century. In 1581 granted rights to distill and
deal with alcohol liquor. Community devastated in 1655 by Swedish invasion and in 1663 by fire. In 1670
reached agreement with guilds and city on taxation, In 1772 annexed to Austria. In 1890 a new school
established with funds from the Baron Hirsch’s Foundation. Important Hasidic center, but in nineteenth
century also of maskilim and Zionists.
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neighborhoods in which “Jewishness™ announced itself publicly. I lived on quiet and
spacious streets, near gardens, Now I see the old poverty of the townships, augmented in
the form of a metropolis.

As the cable car kept going down the street, poverty and filth increased. Here self-
assuredness returned to my uncle. This was the place of his confidence, the familiar
territory of his rule. On Broadway his stature diminished. Over there wealth rules, [along
with] American manners, and the English language. This neighborhood is the place of his
livelihood and honor, the domain of his rule at the factory, and as gabbai’® in the Beit
Midrash.*

We arrived at a tall bridge that rose from the middle of the street—the
Williamsburg Bridge—under which there were sale counters of fish, vegetables, and
fruit. At this very place my uncle stood up and said, in a voice full of self-recognition,
“Here we get off.”

Upon the stony steps in front of a dusty tenement building, whose walls were
scratched, full of poked holes, and covered with youngsters® graffiti, stood two women:
the one small and thin—whose nose was as long as a stork’s beak, and therefore her face
looked like that of a bird—and her companion, a heavy woman with broad thighs, whose
head was covered with a headscarf.

“Sarahke,” said our uncle* to the little one, “here are our guests. Let’s go up to

our apartment.”

*® In Hebrew, a word that has several meanings: beadle, back-up Torah reader, or treasurer.
“ In Hebrew: the house of study; often attached to the synagogue.
“! Although Scharfstein refers to “our uncle,” the man was actually Scharfstein’s wife’s uncle.
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The woman aimed her hawk eyes at us, measuring and examining my clothes and
my wife’s elegant hat, and grumbled, “Why you are so overdressed? Did you come for a
Yom Tov?* Here in America you wear work clothes; here people work.”

Some concerns crossed my mind: Should we let our relatives alone and check into
a hotel? An inner voice told me, Leave! But the practical voice whispered, This
temporary accommodation is better.

My uncle threw an angry look at his wife. She fell silent and walked in front of

us. At home they seated us at the table to drink tea. My uncle covered his head with a

kippah,* a tall silky one, removed his shoes and put on slippers, smoothed the hair of his

beard with his hand, and he looked like the town’s rabbi. He had forgotten his failure and
insult at the cable car. Here in his home he was the ruler, and here he conversed like a
man of experience, for whom America and its ways were familiar and well known. He

was ready to guide us on a road to success in this new environment.

“? In Hebrew: holiday.
* In Hebrew: skullcap.




Chapter 2

In the Language of Advertisement

Our conversation with the uncle rolled on for an hour, and after lunch he turned to us and
said, “I must go to my business and you can rest.”

“And you, Sarah,” he said to his wife, “buy today’s newspapers and let them read
them so that they can find out what’s going on in America.”

The woman sharpened her eyes and raised her beaklike nose. It seemed that this
purchase was not to her liking. After weighing the matter in her mind, she said to me, “I
have a big bundle of old newspapers here. Read them. It must all be the same to you
anyway. The newspapers repeat the same old things day after day.”

She handed me a big bundle of paper sheets of the Tageblant,' an Orthodox daily
published in New York. I looked closely at the date. Several weeks had passed since they
came out. Most of them were from before Rosh Hashanah® and Yom Kippur.® I threw
myself over the newspapers with enormous craving. I was thirsty for reading a
newspaper, since during all the days of my journey I knew nothing of what was
happening in the world, especially in our own world, the Jewish world. And second, I
desired to comprehend the quality of the new world into which we entered, and who

would reveal to me its ways of life better than a newspaper?

! In Yiddish: The Daily Leaf. The Tageblatt, founded in 1881 by Kasriel Sarasohn and edited by John
Paley, was the first Yiddish daily in America. Although it had a religious bent, it was not above the lure of
yellow journalism. It often played loose with facts and the English language, thus committing more than a
few comical errors in the process. It’s circulation reached one hundred thousand in 1900. Only a decade
later its monopoly was broken by its rival, the Arbeiter tseitung, the Socialist Labor Party’s newspaper,
edited by Philip Krantz and then Abraham Cahan.

? In Hebrew: the Jewish New Year.

* In Hebrew: the Day of Atonement.
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And 1 was not mistaken. I realized within an hour or two that I had arrived in a
wonderland. Great and hidden things that I did not consider nor entertain in my
imagination unfolded in front of me. Amazing, miraculous creations!

In the newspapers’ pages that dated from before the High Holy Days, I found
many advertisements about hazanim.* Indeed, I heard in the towns of Russia and Galicia
hazanim and baalei t 'filah of a wide variety,’ some plain and pleasant, some beginners
and ridden with flaws, some singers that God blessed with a voice and feelings, vibrating
the heart’s capillaries, and some yelling and shrieking, whose voices were strident and
hard on the ear and nerves, but musicians and singers as were described in these
advertisements [ was not privileged to hear.

I read of a “famous” hazan who was accompanied by a “huge choir,” and his
voice is a “giant’s voice” (4 reisige muzikalische tenor stimme®). One hazan blessed God
with a “lion’s voice,” and his prayer is “a wonderful harmonic singing,” and the sighs
that he sighs! Each one of them is an “authentic Jewish sigh,” and anyone hearing his
prayer would not forget it for the rest of his life, until he would go down to his grave; one
hazan “charms his listeners” and his reputation has reached “the whole world.” And one
of them is not only singled out in his generation, but in all the generations, all of them,

since he sings “in the original melodies of the Temple.” And from whom did he learn this

melody? Probably from Heman, Asaph, and Jeduthun,” those in charge of song at the

Temple, and “he carries the banner of Jewish sweetness.” However, all of these

* In Hebrew: synagogue cantors (singular, hazan; plural, hazanim).

3 In Hebrew: service leaders.

¢ [n German: a knight’s musical tenor voice.

" Three of the poet-musicians who were appointed by David to be in charge of song in the Temple (I Chr.
6:16-33) and commissioned to give praise to God (I Chr. 16:5-6 and 41-42),
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wonderful hazanim cannot compare with one named Karniol.® In his choir one can find
the “most select group of singers in New York,” and all “the greatest hazanim kneel
before him,” and when they hear his singing, they bless themselves with “Ashreinu
sh'zachinu I'khakh. " And why shouldn’t they kneel before him? After all, he is the one
who “plays with God’s grace,” who excites souls, and upon hearing his prayer even “a
wall would cry.”

In addition to this advertisement, the paper ran a special articie about this
miraculous hazan. It was a long article that occupied the whole column, from the top of
the page to its bottom, at full length. There the praises for this hazan reached the acme,
which no woman’s offspring could ever reach. When this hazan prayed, it was written
there, the theater’s stones wailed. His voice was as balm to his listeners’ hearts. At times
the hazan erupted with a roar and reached the throne of glory; when he sang, those who
sat at the assembly of the world below would rise and ascend to heaven’s heights, and at
the same time, the celestial angels would descend down to iend an ear to his mesmerizing
singing, because nothing such as this was ever heard at the assembly on high.

The writer of the advertisements’ article admitted, by his modesty, that his writing
ability betrayed him. He would have liked to report in the newspaper the enormity of the
excitement during the prayer, but his pen lacked the power to do so. There were
moments, the writer confessed, that the assembled “gentlemen and ladies” began
titillating with all their bodies and weeping bitterly like babies in pain, not able in any
way to stop the flow of tears that poured out of their eyes without pause. Their emotions

were likened—quite precisely—to the pleasure of the righteous, whose rest is in the

8 Alter Yechiel Karniol (1855-1928), b. Russia. Cantor in famous synagogues in Russia and Austro-
Hungary before immigrating to the United States.
* in Hebrew: Happy are we for this privilege.




Garden of Eden, according to a drawing that is in that writer’s possession. It is
worthwhile to come from far away, even from thousands of parsa ‘ot,'® directly into the
borough of the Bronx, in order to hear this pleasing nightingale of Israel.

My head began to get dizzy from this sluice of superlatives. I grew weary of these
great and lofty effusions. What else could this writer have added? 1 said in my heart. Why
is he carrying on so? Was he trying to beat me to death with an incessant word
pounding? But I saw that I had been mistaken. He had not yet pulled out all the arrows
from his quiver; I am not yet completely indulged. Still, his ability to exaggerate had left
him. He had hurled away all the catapult’s boulders, and now he was left only with gravei
and chippings. Therefore he began to write in a poetic and sentimental language, almost
tearfully—a sentimentality that could not be tolerated by the fainthearted. And for
history’s sake I shall give here a brief example: “If you happened to be at a place of a
terrible storm, horrible, gigantic, in a night of darkness and dread, in a lightning, thunder,
flood, and rainstorm, and you imagine that the whole world returns to its original chaos—
and if it occurred that after the storm, you saw the heavy and dark clouds disappear, and
the pleasant sun, a healing sun, peeking and reviving every soul and grassy reed—all of
these will you feel if you will hear this hazan’s voice.”

Apparently some anxiety had crept into this writer’s heart lest the reader doubt the
veracity of his words—since, after all, he lived among a generation of doubters—and
therefore he brought facts in order to support what he said: “When the hazan roared

‘Shema Koleinu, "' an awesome wailing erupted, and it seemed as if the entire K 'neset

" The Hebrew for parasang (plural, parsa’of): a Persian unit of distance, equal to approximately four
miles.

' In Hebrew: Hear our voices! From prayers for forgiveness on Yom Kippur.
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Yisrael,'? from all lands, begs for, with harmonious sound, mercy from the Holy One,
blessed be He.”

And this wonderful article he concludes with an intimate tone: “The writer of this
column heard yesterday his musical performance at Selihot'® and said in his heart:
‘Indeed, this hazan is Jewish music, he and none else! And happy is the man who was
privileged to hear his singing, because this hazan is “A gotlicher mann.’”"* There was

nothing more that this writer could say, and his breath stopped.

When I was able to get rid of this awful storm, the likes of which never took place in my
vicinity, and I could breathe somewhat, I began to examine the accompanying
illustrations around the advertisements for the hazanim.

I was surprised at the places in which the hazanim chose to pray. Until then, [
knew of a Beit Tefilah;'® a Beit K 'neset,'® which is usually the biggest in town; of a Beit
Midrash;"” and of Heichal,'® or Beit K 'neset Chorali'® for the enlightened and wealthy;
and also of a Kleisel.?® But in these advertisements there popped up before me new names

that I did not know, and I could not believe that they connoted their accepted meaning as

12 1n Hebrew: the Assembly of Israel.

'* Prayers for forgiveness in the Hebrew month of Elul.
“ In Yiddish: a godly man,

' In Hebrew: a prayer house, a synagogue.

' [n Hebrew: an assembly house; a synagogue.

17 See chapter 1, footnote 40.

'® In Hebrew: a temple.

' In Hebrew: a synagogue with a chorus.

% In Yiddish: a small room serving as a chapel.
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in Europe. The first prayed in “Miller’s Theater,” the second in the “Pabst Coliseum,”?!

and the third in “Tammany Hall.”? “Theater” I knew as a place where they staged plays

concerning matters between him and her, where love celebrates its triumph or weeps for
its failure, and where they even come out with swords, and at times the victims of love
fall on the floor. In the Jewish theater 1 knew that wars were scarce, but there they dance
and sing, with hints, not quite as delicate as silk threads. “Colosseun” | knew as a Roman
theater, surely not as a sacred place; and “Tammany Hall,” its meaning was totally
beyond me. If the first ones they call “theaters,” I said, then this one was probably a
circus. And in these they pray? Indeed, a wonder it was in my eyes!

At that time people used to say, “This you must see with your own eyes,” and
would add illustrations to the explanations. To the advertisements of the hazanim, they
added illustrations as well, and these showed me the naked truth. In one of the paper’s
sections ! found a cartoonist’s drawing—Loeb was the name. With a unique talent, he
showed me where New York’s honorable places for singing and praying were. 1 saw a
part of a busy street, with commercial buildings very close to each other. A gate, and
above it a large sign: “Dancing Hall.” On either side, the signs on the adjacent buildings
were shown: a sign from a bar, and on it was drawn a foaming beer glass, with the price

next to it—five cents. On the other side, an announcement, advertising a meal on Yom

2! The Pabst Coliseum was a generic name for a theater building in New York City built in 1962-1903 at
Columbus Circle by John H. Duncan for the Pabst Brewing Company. When it opened on January 21,
1903, with the world premiere of the musical The Wizard of Oz, it was also known as “Majestic Theater.” It
was used for musical and drama performances. In 1911 it was renamed “Park Theater.” In 1923 it was
converted to a cinema/vaudeville theater and reopened as “Cosmopolitan Theater.” From 1944 it was again
used as a musical and drama theater. From 1949-1954 it was used as television theater by NBC. It was
demolished in 1954 in favor of the New York Coliseum Convention Center.

# Tammany Hall was named for Tammanend, a Delaware Native American chief. In 1830 it was the name
adopted by New York’s Democratic Party’s political machine. A new Tammany Hall was built in 1867 on
the north side of Fourteenth Street (between Third Avenue and Irving Place), and included a lavish theater.
Legitimate productions were held there from 1869 to 1876. Thereafter it served as a multipurpose
auditorium. It was demolished in 1928. A new Tammany Hall was built in 1929 at Seventeenth Street and
Fourth Avenue, but it has since become a trade union hall.
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Kippur, arranged by a group of heretics. And on the entrance gate to the dancing hall, a

big sign:

LISHMOA EL HARINAH V’EL
HATEFILAH
Weltbehriimter Konig fun Alle Hazanim

| Reverend Kamelie

| Mit Chor

Vot da Farbeten Diese Yamim Nora’im
Ticket 50 cent

And I translated for myself words to our language: “The world-renowned hazan, king of
all the hazanim, the Reverend Kamelie, will pray, accompanied by choir, for the High
Holy Days, and admission charge is 50 cents.”

This announcement page was sown with photographs of hazanim, clear and
blurred pictures of serious and frivolous faces, humble faces and boasting faces, faces of
innocence or of foolishness—in short, faces of all kinds. On their heads, a miter in the
shape of an upside-down pyramid, narrow at the bottom and wide at the top, and their
robes were black, and on them were narrow prayer shawls; and the hazanim tied around
their necks white ties that extended their winglike edges to the right and to the left.

My entrance to this new world caused me dizziness. My thoughts were confused
and I became tired. My wife sat with the aunt in the kitchen and talked to her about her

family members. Thereupon she entered into the parlor.

A sudden thought flashed in my mind. I stood on the chair and delivered a speech:

2 No information about the Reverend Kamelie can be obtained. Scharfstein may have used a pseudonym.
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To America arrived a Hebrew teacher, and his name is Zevi Scharfstein.
He is the king of all the teachers, and before him would kneel all the
learned in the world. When he teaches, his mouth produces gemstones,
and the gemstones penetrate into the pupils’ hearts and illumine with the
light of Creation’s first seven days. Students, in whose hearts the Holy
One, blessed be He, planted wisdom, will become sevenfold wiser and
will conquer lands with their insight; into the hearts of the foolish
students, whom God has not endowed with much wisdom, cunning will
penetrate, and they will amaze the world with their intrigues and
stratagems; the dumb will open their mouths and will see visions like
Isaiah, and like Jeremiah, and like Ezekiel, the son of Buzi. The ear of the
deaf will open to hear words of holiness and purity, like those uttered by
the holy angels, the erelim** from on high.

Parents of Isracl! Send your sons to learn a lesson from his mouth.
Happy are you for the privilege of delivering your descendants and
offspring’s destiny into the hands of the genius, unique in his generation

and unique in all generations. And the tuition fee is a quarter per month!

My wife heard my initial words with amusement, since she was accustomed to my
pranks. However, as my speech went on, 2 shadow of worry came upon her face.
Suddenly, a shout erupted out of her mouth: “What is it with you, Zevi?”

I jumped off the chair and announced, “Don’t worry, dear wife, I only speak in

the language of advertisement; I speak American Jewish language.”

% In Hebrew: one of the types of angels.
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In addition to the advertisements for the hazanim, whose narrowing miters and broad ties
attracted my eye, 1 was interested in much of the news about the Jewish candidates from
the Jewish neighborhoods in New York who sought to be elected to Congress. I arrived in
New York at a critical time in the world of politics: election time! Walls were covered by
giant announcements with photos of the candidates and the party’s name. At street
comners, speakers stood on boxes or on trucks and yelled their yells in praise of their
party’s candidates and in condemnation of the other parties’ candidates. The pages of the
Tageblatt were full of articles, advertisements, and debates with its opponent, the
workers’ newspaper, Forwaerts. %

The candidate’s name, the one supported by the Tageblatt, was Henry M.
Goldfogle.?® Running against him was the representative for the Socialist Party, Meyer

London,?’ indeed the beau ideal of the Forwaerts. Both candidates were Jewish.

 In Yiddish: Forward. A Jewish Socialist newspaper in New York City, established in 1897 as the
Forwaerts Association. Its first director was Abraham Cahan. Forwaerts had the largest circulation among
Jewish papers; its publishing house served all the labor institutions in New York City.

% Henry Mayer Goldfogle (1856-1929), b. New York City. Lawyer and judge. Active member of the
Democratic Party. Served as president of B’nai B'rith, and as governor of the Home of the Aged and Infirm
{Yonkers). Elected to U.S. House of Representatives, 19011921, In 1902 fought for the removal of the
restrictions placed upon American Jews traveling in Russia. Accomplished abrogation of the 1833 treaty
with Russia. Also served as counsel of the U.S. House of Representatives, president of the City of New
York Department of Taxation and Assessments (Borough of Manhattan), and as president of Temple
Congregation Rodeph Shoiom, New York City.

n Meyer London (1871-1926), b. Gora Kalvaria, Poland. U.S. lawyer and Socialist leader. In New York
City from 1891. Drawn to radical leftist politics, following his father’s involvement with anarchist and
socialist groups. Joined the Socialist Labor Party, but in 1897 joined the opposition to its leader, Daniel De
Leon. Became a member of the Socialist Party of America. Had a significant influence on the needle trades
and unions in New York. Helped to formulate the Protecol of 1910, which attempted to establish collective
bargaining and arbitration in the women’s cloak trade. In 1914 elected to Congress; reelected in 1916 and
1920. Although opposed to American entrance into World War I, refused to resist wartime efforts. This
alienated him in his party. Had little sympathy for Zionism, believing not in nationalism but in uplifting the
working class.




The Tageblatt’s strongest claim was regarding immigration. The Workers Party
was against free and open immigration, because it feared competition by the newcomers,
lest they would sell their labor at a low price and thus would force wages to go down.
The Forwaerts claimed that there was no love lost between some congressional
representatives and the Jewish people; that there were those who feared “lest they
increase,” those who, from time to time, came up with proposals to limit immigration. In
case such a proposal came before Congress, Meyer London would be forced, by order of
his party, to support it. Goldfogle, who had served in Congress for several years already,
defended free immigration deftly. In his speeches he strived to prove that in downtown
New York City, the dwelling area of the Jewish immigrants, there was more
intelligentsia, more love for labor, more talent and skill, and more patriotism than in the
neighborhoods where generations of American-born lived. He himself was born and
brought up in this city’s downtown and could therefore serve as a decisive, living
example. And the issue of immigration, wrote the paper, was the most important in those
days, since the war had destroyed many towns in Eastern Europe, uprooted myriads of
Jews from their dwelling places, and scattered them, and they had no hope for quiet life
but in America.

To these honest words he appended hostile and abusive language, the likes of
which I had never encountered in print. He called the writers of the Forwaerts, “A band

of lawless, arrogant hypocrites, corrupt anti-Semites who bring curse with them; people

who spit gall and mud on the Jewish yarmulke,?® and who cough their final, dying

coughs.” And the paper he called Royr-gelbe zenut schmatte’®—a dark, black force lying

2 In Yiddish: skullcap.
2 In Yiddish: a red-yellow prostitution rag.




under a red-yellow robe. The Forwaerts, from its point of view, announced that it would
not fear nor yield to the terror of its opponent, and it would fight against it to the end.

From the bickering I learned that the Forwaerts was not weaker than the
Tageblatt in its own reproach, denunciation, and cursing, and its writers found little
difficulty in using insults. They called the Tageblatt “Die schwarze yarmulke Zeitung”*
that hated the Jewish worker to the core and was ready to drown him in water.

On Saturday afternoon, about an hour before the departure of the Sabbath, I went
on an outing in the area and arrived at the main street of the neighborhood, East
Broadway, and my eyes witnessed an interesting scene: on the busy street came by large
trucks full of school-age boys and girls who were waving American and red flags, and
who shouted very loudly, “Vote for London! Elect London!”

This was the first time that I had witnessed the desecration of the Sabbath in
public, and I was amazed that the passers-by—of whom there were bearded Jews, dressed
in Sabbath clothes, and Jewish women whose heads were wrapped with head kerchiefs—
looked upon this scene with indifference and without protest.

By this single phenomenon, the big change that took place in Jewish life unfolded
before me: here in America, Jews were dwelling in multitudes, more numerous than in a

small European state, but Judaism’s laws were being desecrated!

The elections took place a few days later, and Meyer London was elected. I rushed to buy

the Tageblart. 1 expected to read words of mourning and lamentation on the disaster that

*® In Yiddish: the black-hat paper.
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occurred, on calamities that were about to come, and advice on how to salvage the
situation. Instead, however, in the main editorial I read blessings for happiness and
success to the newly elected congressman. This, too, gave me a good lesson on

democratic life in the new world.

The huge exaggerations in the newspapers’ language made me doubt the exact nature of
things, and yet I admit that it was very difficult for me to relinquish the trust that had
been imbued in me regarding the printed word, which had been sacred in my view. Doubt
entered, then evaporated, and something of hyperbole clung to me.

Simultaneously with the elections to Congress, elections to the courts took place
as well. The next moment, I read an article—or an advertisement in the form of an
article—about a Jewish nominee to the court, from the Twelfth Ward, by the name of
Gustave Hartman.! I learned from the article that the nominee was an attorney, an
excellent orator, a man of good deeds, and a great philanthropist. He was the president of
the society Hesed shel Emet,** and as a result of his labor, a large orphanage was built on
the east side of the city, on Second Street. All day long he did nothing but busy himself in

public affairs.

3! Gustave Hartman (1880-1936), b. Hungary. Lawyer, legislator, municipal court judge, communal leader,
New York City. Federation officer; service with Israel Orphan Asylum, Hebrew Free Bureau Association,
American ORT (an acronym for the Russian words for “Society for Manual Work™), American Jewish
Congress; delegate, World Jewish Congress and World Zionist Conference.

*? In Hebrew: an act of true kindness without expecting a reward. The phrase “Hesed v’emef” (kindness and
truth) that appears in Genesis 47:29, when Jacob asks Joseph to take an oath and bury him with his
ancestors, has been turned into “Hesed shel emer” (kindness of truth) in the language of the sages. They
meant it to apply primarily to a kindness that can never be reciprocated by the receiver—that is, burial.
Hence, Jewish burial societies are often called by this term.
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In the Thirty-first Ward, as well, people promoted a Jewish nominee to be a
judge, and his name was Isidore Hirshfield.”® His photo was placed next to the article.
Indeed, his appearance testified to his righteousness and qualifications for the position.
Imagine to ybu:iselves: a handsome Jew whose image was delicate and noble; his beard
was rounded, trimmed very well, and was sharp at its end; and the two ends of his
mustache were pointed upward. His clothes proved that he was meticulous in this regard.
As a communal activist he engaged in Hakhnasat Orchim,** this is none but the
organization HIAS,* which assists the immigrants; he was also a member of the
Montefiore House;*® he was a gabbai®’ in the same society “Hesed shel Emet,” and in
“Downtown’s Talmud Torah.”*® And if you happen to think that these were all the
institutions in which he participated, you would be mistaken. The article listed in detail
hospitals, charity societies, and orders, where in one of them he is president; in the
second, treasurer; in the third, honorary secretary; in the fourth, a community leader; in
the fifth, member of the executive committee; and so on, and so on; and there is not one

of them to which he does not devote his energy, money, time, and writings. And in one

33 Isidore Hirshfield, b. New York City, 1869; d. Washington, DC, 1949, Attorney, community worker,
Zionist. General counsel of HIAS (see chapter 1, footnote 35, below,) Washington, DC, 1923-1943;
counsel emeritus, 1943-1949. Active in Jewish community affairs in New York and Washington.

** In Hebrew: Welcoming the stranger.

3 An acronym for Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, an international Jewish immigrant and refugee service.
Founded in 1909, New York City, as a result of the merger of the Hebrew Sheltering House Association
(1884) and the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (1902). HIAS responded to the growing need of Jewish
immigrants from Eastern Europe and provided help in legal entry, basic subsistence, employment,
citizenship instruction, and locating relatives. In the early 1920s it opened offices in Eastern Europe and the
Far East. In 1927 it merged with the Jewish Colonization Association and the European Emig-direct to
form HICEM, a partnership that was dissolved after World War {1, In 1949 it cooperated with the Ametrican
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), and in 1954 it merged with the United Service for New
Americans, and the JDC Migration Department into the United HIAS Service.

3 Montefiore House has been a medical facility in the Bronx, with a branch in Queens, especially for the
treatment of the elderly.

7 See chapter 1, footnote 39.

** n Hebrew: Study of the Law. Term applied generally to Jewish religious (and ultimately Talmudic)
study. Regarded as supreme religious duty. Name adopted by voluntary organizations providing Jewish
religious education and later to schools established by them. Eventually applied to all Jewish religious
schools.
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thing he excelled: he was a member of the Union of Orthodox Congregations.>® In short,
he was everything, a multitask master who was able to donate from his honor and work to
tens of institutions, societies, unions, and organizations.

Similar praises were listed also in regard to other Jewish nominees. Here, for
example, is a man who was nominated to the post of Supreme Court Justice, by the name
of Leon Sanders,*® and he, too, was lauded for his outstanding public work, and they

gave, in detail, a long list of institutions and good deeds that he did during his life. From

these words, I came to the conclusion that America’s residents were titans, giants of the

spirit, possessing unlimited possibilities, since even if a man in Europe would live as long
as Methuselah, he would not be able to achieve even a tenth of the accomplishments of
these men of wonder.

Forty years have passed since I read these words. Now I no longer wonder how it
is possible for a person to join tens of societies—if he only bought some advertisement.
Joining a society that strives for ideal goals proves nothing about the heart’s desire of the
person who joins, concerning helping others; rather, his purpose is simpler, materialistic,
and its motivation is profit or honor, or advertisement for the sake of livelihood. The
“society” becomes a stepping-stone for achieving selfish goals. Nor does the joining
person need to move a finger for it: if there is some advertisement, let others do the work

and let him take the credit. I was naive and provincial back then.

% Full name: Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America (UQJCA). Founded in 1898, it has been
the largest organization of Orthodox synagogues, with more than eight hundred affiliated congregations
and Jewish service organizations.

“° Leon Sanders (1867—1937), b. Odessa, Russia. New York Law School, admitted to the bar, 1895.
Specialized in commercial and negligence law. Member, legislature, State of New York, 1898-1901.
Justice, municipal court, City of New York, 1903-1913. Resigned to become grand master of [OBA, the
largest Jewish fraternity in the world. President for eight years of Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid
Society. Involved in many other civic and Jewish organizations.
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The advertisements in the Jewish papers pulled at my heart as if by ropes. In them

unfolded before me the new life in its bareness. The vociferousness, the chase after
utilitarian materialism, and the commerce in Judaism’s sacred matters for livelihood were
daily occurrences. The disrespect for the reader’s intelligence was proclaimed loudly and
shamelessly. A hazan by the name of Moses*' publicized information about his prayer
during the High Holy Days under the title “Moses Will Speak and God’s Voice Will
Answer Him”; a liquor merchant publicized information, surrounded by a black frame, in
which he announced in deep sorrow and heavy grief the first yahrzeitf*? of the crown of
his glory—his modest, wise, and learned wife, one in a thousand—and in her memory he
decided to do something great for the benefit of all Israel; namely, to sell them his
splendid wines and hard liquor most inexpensively. Let all drink, be glad, and remember
his righteous wife’s name for blessing, and for God’s sake let them, please, rush and
come to his store without delay, and let them buy immediately, lest they would miss this
timely sale before the old prices would be reinstated, and thereby they would lose much
good. Another liquor merchant announced that he was a descendant of the holy Rashi,**
and that he founded a big company of Rashi’s offspring, and hence anyone by the name

of Horowitz should let him know, research his origin and find it, and join this holy

“I'No information on a hazan by the name of Moses can be obtained; perhaps it was his first name.

2 In Yiddish: annual observance of a date of death according to the Jewish calendar.

4> Acronym for Rabbeinu Shlomo Yitzhaki (Solomon ben Isaac), 10401105, Considered the greatest and
most influential biblical and Talmudic commentator to this day. Many editions of the Bible and the
Babylonian Talmud are printed with his commentary. He was also a philologist and linguist, and often
provided French equivalents to difficuit words. Rashi, who lived in Troyes, France, also established a
school that became the most dominant for both Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews in the following centuries.
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company. He did not list the rights and privileges of the company’s members in regard to
his liquor store, but he who understands, understands.

In order to publicize goods among the Jews, the advertisers, who worked on
behalf of Christian factory owners, distributed small flyers in which they printed the
Jewish Birkat Hanehenin over the Sabbath’s wine, for after the meal, and kaddish
yatom,** and between each blessing or prayer they printed words of praise for the bread
or rolls made by a certain firm, for the noodles and mushrooms made by another, and for
the canned soup made by a third. On behalf of a coffee factory they distributed Passover
Haggadahs* among the Jews, printed on inferior paper, in the front, back, and middle of
which the glory of this factory’s coffee was declared. Furthermore, they were bold
enough to publish multipage brochures, in small print, containing the history of Israel
from its beginning as a nation until our time, and, of course, the factory’s advertisements
adomed and crowned this “history.” The advertisers offered this brochure to the
principals of Jewish schools to use as a classroom textbook. The brochures would be
given to them free of charge, and they wouldn’t need to spend Israel’s mammon by
purchasing textbooks. And, indeed, there were a few ignorant teachers who requested the
brochure in large quantities and used it as Torah for the youngsters!

As is known, the art of advertisement has reached great heights in America,
unparalleled heights, and it is a wonder that our brothers, who received this legacy from

others, brought it down and degraded it to such a low point. So far I have not seen

“ Blessing recited for the enjoyment or benefit from nonspecific food and fragrance. It is similar to the
wonders of nature: “Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, who created the universe.”

* The Jewish orphan’s prayer, using mostly Aramaic and some Hebrew.

* An account of Egyptian bondage and thanksgiving to God for redemption; a set form of benedictions,
prayers, Midrashic cormments, and psalms recited at the Passover seder ritual. It grew out of the service
prescribed in Temple times, which included eating of paschal sacrifice, unleavened bread, and bitter herbs,
and drinking of four cups of wine, and recital of the Exodus story.
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American firms merchandising the Christian religion via the newspapers. None of the
industrialists would dare to print prayer books and to desecrate them by commercial
advertising, and none of them would be so bold as to suggest that teachers should use
these commercial brochures, which cost a penny, as textbooks in the schools. However,

presently, as our people have become rooted in America, their sense of responsibility has

grown, and a change has occurred in the style of the advertisements in the Jewish pépers.

They are void of cheapness and disrespect. Advertisements of the lower grade, still

published from time to time, are but an echo from the recent past.




Chapter 3

The First Outing in Downtown New York

Evening drew near. Our uncle returned from the factory and with him also entered, at the
same time, his young son, a bachelor who lived with his parents—a lad of about twenty-
three, slim, quiet, serious—who spoke in a relaxed manner, as a “ben avor” in Europe.'
The typical features that characterize the American young generation—the joy,
youthfulness, and ardor for activity and boisterousness—were absent in him.

He introduced himself to us, and after a brief chat it became clear to me what he
did for a living. He was a clerk in a public office, peculiarly titled “The Industrial
Removal Office,” that had been established and financed by the Baron Hirsch.? The head
of the committee in charge of this bureau was the philanthropist Jacob H. Schiff.* The
purpose of this bureau was to influence newly arrived Jewish immigrants against settling
in the large northeastern port cities, such as New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and
Baltimore, but rather to disperse them in cities across the land, and especially in the West,
and to assist them in settling there. For what reason? The wealthiest Jews did not look

with a kind eye on the “assembly” and concentration of their brethren in these large

' In Hebrew: a son with a distinguished pedigree.
2U.S. movement, 1900-1917, to disperse Jewish immigrants from congested immigrant districts to smaller
?laces where Jewish communities existed and a variety of jobs were available.

Baron Maurice de Hirsch (1831-1896), a German Jewish financier and philanthropist. Acquired wealth
from Turkish railway concession and enterprises in sugar and copper industries. Established Baron de
Hirsch Foundation for educational work in Galicia and Bukovina, 1888; the Baron de Hirsch Fund in New
York for settling immigrants to United States, and later Canada; and Jewish Colonization Association
(JCA), 1891. His attitude to Zionism was negative, but he was convinced of the future of Jews as farmers,
and ICA financed such settlement in South America.

4 Jacob Henry Schiff (1847-1920), b. Germany., U.S. financier and philanthropist. In United States from
1865. Head of Kuhn, Loeb & Co., 1885. Originally opposed Zionism, but in 1917 announced his support of
cultural homeland in Eretz Yisrael. In many ways, unofficial lay leader of U.S. Jewry. Supported numerous
causes and institutions associated with Judaism, including Yeshivah College, Jewish Theological Seminary,
Hebrew Union College, Jewish Publication Society. A founder of the American Jewish Committee, 1906.
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cities. The result of these concentrations was crowding in special neighborhoods in which
they would retain their special ways of life and languages, and thus stick out as a foreign
element on the American landscape. Increased competition in these neighborhoods had
caused sometimes less than the best manners. In the smaller, rural cities, where only a
few Jews lived, they would adopt the local manners and be forged in the melting pot. The
principal fear of these wealthy Jews was the “warnings” by and “wickedness” of anti-
Semites. Their request was Disperse yourselves, brothers; limit yourselves, walk among
the Americans, cling to them, and paint yourselves in the color of the background—then
the evil eye will not rule over you. The clerks’ job in that “Removal” bureau was to
advise those immigrants who were not well versed in the country’s conditions and help
them choose a place in which to settle. This lad held such a job. He spoke good Yiddish,
was like the average man on the street, and instilled confidence in the hearts of the
newcomers.

We ate, and the cousin said to us, “Let’s go for a walk and introduce ourselves to
New York!”

“With pleasure!”

My wife put on her coat, and I took my walking cane by my hand, ready and
eager to go. The lad stared at me and delayed.

“Is there something you wish to say to me?”

“Yes,” he answered with hesitation.

“What is it?”

“You are new here, and you must get accustomed to the local ways.”

“What foreignness do you see in me?”
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“First, please don’t take your cane with you. No one walks with a cane on the
street. And your hat is unfashionable.”

“Why? Is it not pretty? It was manufactured by Brosalino, the best in Italy.”

“Indeed, it is pretty, but it is too festive, with its black color and wide brim. Such
a hat is worn by artists and musicians, and it calls for too much attention.”

“So what?”

The man was stuttering. It was difficult for him to explain this matter to me.

“It’s just not nice; why should you be different than other people? My advice to
you is to buy an American hat. Your overcoat, as well, is unfashionable.”

“And what is this coat’s deficiency?”

“It is tailored in England’s style: its lapels are large, and its chest piece is
overemphasized . . . How can I explain it to you? It is fancy and overblown, suitable for
one of Wall Street’s rich men . . . Here everything is simple . . . everybody wears plain
and comfortable clothes so that they won’t hold him back in his work and will not
discriminate him from other people.”

“Oh, well,” ] answered without resentment, “for the time being I will wear what I

have . . . I have still not paid for this coat, nor for a suit tailored for me in Geneva.”

We walked down the steps, which were lit by a faint gaslight, and came out into the

street. The streetlights were not on at that hour. The sun had not yet set. It was the hour in

* Founded in Alessandria, Italy (northwest of Genoa), in 1857 by Giuseppe Brosalino (d. 1900), the
Brosalino Hat Company is one of the most prestigious in the world. In 1986 it moved to a modem suburban
location. The old Brosalino hat factory is now home to Eastern Piedmont University School of Law.
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which the workers were sent out of the factories; the air over De Lancey Street was dense
and the atmosphere overwhelming.

This street used to be, and still is, a passage from the heart of Manhattan to
Brooklyn. Manhattan is the center of commerce and industry, and Brooklyn is the city of
residence. The two boroughs are connected by tunnels and bridges. One of these bridges
is the Williamsburg Bridge, which begins at the end of De Lancey Street. This is one of
the most wonderful bridges; its length is seventy-two hundred feet, and over it traveled
some half a million people a day by trains and streetcars. Because of this distinction, De
Lancey Street became one of the most important transportation arteries.

By taking a walk in this neighborhood, immense and enormous New York
displayed its ugliness: its crowdedness, its filth, and its cagelike houses that rise like
prisons, uniform in their height and shape, those dwelling places that are called
“tenement houses.” These are six-story mansions, built with bricks, and their walls are
gray from time and are dirty from street dust, chimney soot, and youngsters’ graffiti.
From the top floor to the bottom, iron stairs are suspended like ladders, for fire escape.
The ladders are directed toward the windows, and next to each window there is a wider
landing area that could accommodate two or three people, a kind of a small balcony

fenced in by iron bars. The purpose of these landing areas, which were designed for

standing during danger, was forgotten, and they became storage areas for the poor. The

tenants displayed upon them boxes and tin cans, and left their pillows and duvets to be
refreshed in the outdoor air. Sometimes children could be seen sitting on these narrow

platforms, only partially dressed, and their legs dangling through the iron grating.




The windows—some of which are sparkly clean and some dirty—are almost all
open. From their openings heads are seen, heads of men and women, some with nicely
combed hair and some without, wrinkled or young faces, bearded or shaved. From out of
the windows voices of anger or friendship erupt: mothers call their sons to come up and
scold them with a hoarse voice for their refusal; neighborly women exchange words with
sweet tongues and winking eyes; rivals direct scowling faces at each other. The general
view is that of frightened and noisy life. The buildings are arranged like barracks, close to
each other and with little space between them, separated like cages, in which would dwell
hundreds or thousands of families, a kind of shared life, mixed, with no privacy and
without tranquility.

In the lower floors there were retail shops for cold drinks and ice cream; a grocery
store; stores for office supplies, tobacco, household items; haberdasheries; smail and
large restaurants. And people were creeping like insects, coming and going, sidewalks
strewn with pieces of paper and torn newspapers, and garbage cans were standing
coverless, displaying their filth. The noise and tumult deafened the ears.

On both sides of the street, people in great numbers were streaming. [t was a
warm evening. Some men hung their jackets on their arms, and hats were tilted toward

their necks. Their clothes were tattered and crushed, their faces tense, nervous, angry, and

their steps hurried. Most of them would run as if they were being chased, and you would

bump into the passers-by and their elbows. At the underground train stations, and on the
stairs leading to them, multitudes huddled. Thousands of people are swallowed and

ejected from these stations, nonstop. And despite the many faces, one does not see




individuals, only a faceless mass—overworked, exhausted, running around as being
chased, pushed by a mysterious force, without distinguishable features.

The underground train runs under the sidewalk or the street; its noise penetrates
upward, and the ground shakes under your feet. It climbs out of the tunnel onto the
Williamsburg Bridge with much noise, and people may be seen in its windows, crammed
and crowded as if forming a wall. The train and its wheels are very noisy; it shakes the
air, and it overwhelms the spoken voices on the street. If you wish to say something to
your company, you must raise your voice like a shofar, or wait until the train passes by;
however, just as you are about to open your mouth, another train comes, or heavy trucks
follow each other, as in a file with no beginning or end.

We went up the street and turned onto a side street, Orchard Street. Darkness had
already fallen and the streetlights were switched on. Street merchants were standing next

to their stands or counters, using torches or oil lamps for light. On both sides of the street,

in long lines, stood pushcarts and stands, all loaded with a great variety of merchandise.

This was the street of the “findings” market. Anything under the sun was sold here: fruit
and vegetables, some fresh and some with black stains from rotting, upper- and
undergarments, white and colored, and ties of cheap “silk.” The merchandise looked
outstanding: broad and huge gowns, fitting only giants and those blessed with great
bellies. Carts loaded with old shoes and sandals, with worn soles, crooked heels, and
cracked leather; fabric remnants; broken furniture—tossed out of homes—and pieces of
boxes; coverless pocket watches, whose intestines and springs were in open view; all
kinds of springs, iron stakes, and corroded copper screws; hammers, saws, screwdrivers,

drills, and locks—old, crooked, and with defects; iconic statues with broken arms or




absent heads; bent tin spoons and forks with crooked teeth; bowls, glasses, and all sorts

of household items; small coin wallets, stamped with banks’ logos—a sign that they were
given out free as promotion; long-abandoned musical instruments—cracked violins,
thinly haired bows, hoarse harmonicas, and bent trumpets; ointments and perfumes, in
bottles and small containers whose labels had become stained or blurred; pictures of the
Madonna—cheap, shining lithographs; and broken or stained mirrors. It was a kind of a
“warehouse,” a receptacle street for every defective item, rubbish, leftovers, broken stuff,
and thrown-away things—the dumping heap of the city. A heap of garbage in which
sometimes can be found a gem—a highly valuable piece of antique.

There was an ongoing hum in the street. Around the carts, curious customers, men
and women, look, check, touch the items, ask for the price, and bargain. And the sellers
and owners of the merchandise announce aloud their goods with voluminous voices,
praise their possessions before the customers, speaking Yiddish in various dialects—from
the hard Lithuanian dialect to the soft and broad Polish one, to the Bessarabian® that roils
the “R,” to the Ukrainian that substitutes an Alef for a Hei,” and vice versa—and all mix
in their speech English words that were castrated in their mouths to the point that their
original roots were unrecognizable. Some of the seilers rebuke their customers if they
bargain endlessly or speak badly of their merchandise; they use dirty language, and those
who happen to hear it burst in laughter; a motley crowd of people, a tumult of voices,
crowdedness, density, and shoving by body or elbow. I was taken by curiosity and by joy
upon joining this multitude, but at the same time by a mild disgust over this miserable

testimony to regurgitated merchandise. But I admit with no shame that my curiosity

¢ Bessarabia is a large area northwest of Odessa and the Black Sea, between the Dniester and Prut Rivers.
7 An“A” for an “H.”

59




overcame everything else. In every city where I lived there was a market. Nonetheless, I
was not privileged to be familiar with markets, since I lived as one of the “intelligentsia,”
and it is inappropriate for someone of such rank to buy in the markets—a silly pride of

township residents.

From the moment I left home until I got mixed in this crowd, a change, which I didn’t
sense, came into me. First | was merely an onlooker. Gradually I became part of the
crowd. Without noticing it, a certain unrest, an unknown force began urging me to walk
faster, to use my elbows, and to squeeze between those standing near the stands. I
stopped paying attention to the passers-by; I didn’t look at their faces, and I pushed them.
I became part of the battling individuals’ mass.

The rhythm of the metropolis began to affect me. Being jammed, overcrowded,
and forced to fight for room in a narrow space are the causes for impoliteness, to a man’s
shrinking into the four corners of his ego. This is the reason for the tension that creates a
sullen face and swollen tendons of anger. This is the spirit of distress and annoyance, of
hurriedness and nervousness that assails the people of this metropolis and turns them into
warring beasts of prey.

A three-panel cartoon in one of the American newspapers was titled “The Boorish
Gentleman of New York.” Panel one: Sunday in New York: A smartly dressed man is
about to board the subway. As he notices the running and shoving crowd, he steps aside,

his top hat in his hand, and he bows and gives room to the swarm of people. Panel two:
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Monday: He pushes and is pushed along with everybody in the crowd. Tuesday: He
waves his cane, prevents others from entering the train, and rushes to be the first inside
the train car. In just three days this boorish gentleman has received his urban education.
That night, I briefly glanced at a pamphlet by Gerson Rosenzweig.® I lay on my
bed, and by the gaslight I read the parody, written in the style of a Talmudic debate, a

penetrating satire:

MISHNAH: There is no difference between America and all other
countries but in matters of servitude to the State only—the words of Rabbi
Yirka—but other sages say [that] America is the same in every matter as
all other countries.

GEMARA'®: They taught in a Baraita'' that America wasn’t
created but for being a land for shelter, since when Columbus discovered
America, [representatives of] three segments of the population came
before the Holy One, blessed be He, and said in His presence: “Master of
the Universe, you wrote in Your Torah (Deuteronomy 19:3), “and divide
into three parts the territory of the country.” The Holy One, blessed be He,
replied to them: “so that any man-slayer may have a place to flee to.” Said
Rav Safra:'2 “Columbus observed through his astrology that America

would become a refuge for the world’s vain and reckless, and he pleaded

¥ Gerson Rosenzweig (1861-1914), b, Lithuania. U.S. Hebrew writer; in the United States from 1888.
Edited Hebrew periodicals and Hebrew columns in Yiddish press. Published satirical Talmud Yanka'i
(Yankee Talmud, 1907-1909) and books of epigrams.

® In Aramaic: the color green. A pun on such Jewish names as Greenhaus, Greenberg, Greenbaum, etc.

* In Aramaic: completion. A word popularly applied to the Talmud as a whole, or more particularly to the
discussions and elaborations by the amora'im on the Mishnah.

' in Aramaic: outside. A statement of ranna, or midrash halakhah and aggadah not found in the Mishnah.
12 1n Aramaic: book. A pun on such names as Buchman, Buchbaum, etc.
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that the country would not be named after him, and thus they called it
Amei-reika.”" Is it s0? And this we have learned: that all other countries
are like unfinished baked goods compared to America, since America is
considered privileged. Said Rav Mevina:'* “What privilege?!—that of the
rejected from all other countries, as they taught in a Baraita. Ten
privileged ascended first to America, and this is who they are: murderers,
thieves, informers, arsonists, counterfeiters, traitors, false witnesses,
bankrupt paupers, excommunicated, and wayward and defiant sons; and
some say girls who were tempted and gone astray as well. And why are
they called ‘privileged’? Because, since all those rejected in the other

countries had arrived in Amei-reika, they have become privileged.”

I read with some anguish about the land into which I fell, a land, the residents of
which are of the “qualities” detailed above, even though my mind tells me that this is but
an exaggeration. This is not the first Hebrew parody that I had read. When I was still at
my teacher’s home, Rabbi Shamai Weissman,'® I read a “Haggadah for Teachers” by

Levi Reuven Zimlin;'® “A Merchants’ Tractate” by the author Melamed;'” and “A Deeds

Tractate” by Rakowsky,'® a pamphlet printed in Warsaw. I knew that all of them

' A word play on “America.” In Aramaic: Amei, meaning “people of,” and reika, meaning “vain.”

" In Aramaic: a maven,

" No information on Shamai Weissman is available at this time.

' A satiric Haggadah (Odessa, 1885). No further information on Zimlin is available at this time.

' Shmuel Moshe Mordechai Melamed (1885-1938), b. Vilkaviskis, Lithuania. Received traditional Jewish
education; PhD, University of Bern. Reporter in London for a German periodical. In America from 1914,
Wrote in Hebrew, Yiddish, German, and English, especially on psychology and philosophy. Active in
Zionist and communal organizations in New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles.

1 Abraham Abel Rakowski (1855-1931), b. Galicia. Austrian author and translator. Studied Talmud and
Hebrew with his father, a rabbi. Since 1872, contributed to Hebrew journals, especially to HaTzefirah.
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exaggerated in order to reinforce the satire, but “there’s no smoke where there’s no fire,”
or as the Talmud teaches: “When does a fire come forth? When it has thorns to burn.”
After all, [ wished to make my living in education. Thus I found in this booklet a

few things about teachers as well:

MISHNAH: “Whoever was a peddler and became corrupted, or
was a worker and was rejected, the daughters of Israel are filled with pity
on his behalf and make him the teacher of their sons, since in Amei-reika
teaching is not considered work or wisdom, and everyone is qualified for
it. There is a story about a wise man in Syria, who became famous as a
teacher, artist, and pedagogue. When he came to America, all were afraid
to bring their children over to him and, instead, left him alone to become

corrupted.”

“And in the GEMARA,” the author adds, “Rav Melamdiel'® says: It is the

women, not the men, who choose instructors for their sons, since delivering the children
to school is a time-bound commandment, and every time-bound commandment is
obligatory upon the woman, and every commandment that is obligatory for women, men
are exempt from them . . . Our sages taught: They check a hazan concerning his
qualifications, but they don’t check an instructor, because no one puts himself in the
position of an instructor unless a spirit of folly entered him, and any fool is qualified as

an instructor.”

Wrote stories about the Prague ghetto, the history of money, history of Semitic nations, and humorous
stories. By 1895, became a prosperous merchant in Zambraw, Russian Poland.
' In Aramaic: rabbi, with the last name meaning “God teaches me.”
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Was the American woman I met on the ship right, then, when she warned me
against teaching?
1 both believed and didn’t believe in the satire’s message, but that night, sleep

deserted the one who was to become a teacher in America, or according to the satirist’s

words, in Amei-reika.




Chapter 4
The Next Day

(Second outing in the streets of downtown New York)

When we opened our eyes the next morning, we doubted that the night was over. The
room was dark, and through the dirty-glassed narrow window only grayness could be
seen. However, the echoing footsteps of those walking in the floor above us, the patter of
the foot-dragging of those walking to the bathrooms in the hall, the jingle of utensils from
the kitchens, and the conversations of the residents in the adjacent rooms—all hinted to
us that the time for getting up had arrived. After we got dressed, I told my wife, “This
morning we shall go out to see the streets by ourselves, without a tour guide.”

“Certainly. We shall be free.”

When we arrived at the street, | saw the over-ground train from a distance—this is
the city train that travels above the street, on rails that are supported by pillars.

“Shoshanah,” I said to my wife, “let the rail pillars be our road markers; let us
walk in their direction as we tour the area.”

This time we walked at ease, and we had plenty of time to observe. We ascended
Rivington Street. Here there wasn’t such a great tumult as there was on De Lancey Street,
but the motion of traffic was uninterrupted. This was a narrow street, and on either of its
sides there were apartment buildings, similar to those we saw yesterday. Their
characteristics were crowdedness, hurriedness, and filth. In the lower floors were the

shops and a variety of “repair” shops: pharmacies, which were like general stores,

providing anything from cigarettes to candy to drugs and cosmetics; repair shops of used




clothes, patchwork experts, and shoe repairers; clothes cleaners; barbers and hairstylists;
and restaurants that exhibited publicly in their windows their best offering: chopped fowl
livers, combined with oiled turnips, pancakes stuffed with thick sauce, chicken and geese
drumsticks, and other fatty goods.

I walked and meditated on the sights of life here. In front of me, one of these
multifloor buildings with stairs leading to its hall, and on the top step was standing a Jew,
with a distinguished face, with a bag for his tallit' and tefillin? under his armpit. His long
beard’s hairs moved in the wind, and his eyes were pensive, as if he came from a
different world. And on the lowest step was sitting a dark-haired fortune-teller, color-
dressed and with heavy jewelry, her bosom exposed as she nursed her baby. Next to the
steps was the fortune-teller’s “office,” an empty shop with colorful canvas sheets hanging
in it, behind which, concealed, the fortune-teller would predict the “fates™ of those who
came in and received her fee for her predictions. Oh, would that I were a painter, | said in
my heart, and I imagined, as on a painted surface, the city’s wonders and her shut-ins, its
longing above and sorcery below.

I observed the passers-by and a thought occurred to me: Am I in America? How is

America different from Berdichev,® Kishinev,* Medzibezh,® and from all those other

Jewish towns in which I lived? These were my brothers to whom I was accustomed, the

' In Hebrew: a four-cornered prayer shawl with fringes.

? In Hebrew: phylacteries; two small wooden or leather boxes containing scriptural passages, tied with
leather straps on the left arm and forchead during the moming prayers.

? See chapter 1, footnote 22.

* City in Moldavia. Jews there from eighteenth century. Scene of two pogroms (1903 and 1905.) Improved
conditions under Rumanian rule, 1918-1940, Under German-Rumanian occupation, 1941-1945. Sixty-five
thousand Jews murdered by Nazis. In 1970, sixty thousand Jews.

5 A small town in the Podolia district, Ukraine. Jews there from 1518. Annual fairs attracted Jewish
merchants to the town. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Jews suffered at the hands of the
Cossacks. The Baal Shem Tov settled there in 1740 and lived there until his death in 1760. He is also
buried there. From 1815-1827, printing press of Hasidic and kabbalistic works. More than six thousand
Jews in 1897. All liquidated by the Nazis in 1942,
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minority of whom were men dressed with long clothes, beard grooming, and women
whose heads were covered by wigs or head kerchiefs, and the majority of whom were
shaven men, dressed in shorter clothes and with modern hats, and the women were all
dolled up. But one feature they all had in common was the untidiness that was exposed
more in regard to the “modernists” than to those holding on to the old ways. In my
imagination I had clearly identified the greasy hats, the tattered capotes, and the dusty
shoes with the old generation, and I stopped paying attention to it. When I once saw on
the street a Jew whose coat’s collar was clean and his beard combed and groomed, it was
for me something extraordinary that called my attention. But the modern Jew, in my
imagination, had always been identified with good taste and love for cleanliness. And
therefore, when I saw these “modernists,” with their pants wrinkled and their coats dusty,
their hats—with their crooked brim—crushed, and their cheeks and chins covered by
whiskers, and their faces frightened, 1 felt pity for them and their poverty. Even the
younger ones who passed in front of me seemed strange in my eyes with their colored,
open shirts, with their hats worn freely, and with their mischievous walk. The filth was
greater in this metropolis than in the poor Galician villages. Dust, paper, torn newspapers,
animal feces, wooden and cardboard boxes were littered about or were carried by the
wind and pushed against the passers’ legs.

We came as far as the over-ground train on Allen Street. Because the over-ground
train travels above the street, it shadows the street—all of which is gloomy and its air is
compressed—and it hums in a numbing, uninterrupted noise. The trains that travel above
shake the rails and the rail ties, as well as the nerves of those walking below. And since

sun rays do not reach through to dry the sidewalks and houses’ walls, a smell of moisture,
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dampness, and mustiness fills the air. The street’s stores—with their exhibited
merchandise and signs for all to see—reminded us of the sights abroad. Actually, the
street presented itself more as a part of the ghetto than it did in Europe, because
everything here was clustered together and more centralized. The stores were in the
ground-level floor and sometimes also in the level below, and it was necessary to go
downstairs in order to reach them, although their windows could be seen from the
sidewalk. In the display windows were shown copper Russian samovars, candlesticks,
Hanukkah menorahs, pots and pans, mortars and pestles, jugs and oil flasks, “knockers™
that are attached to doors, watches, and more utensils and junk, mostly of copper, covered
with dust. Later it became known to me that such instruments, to which we were
accustomed and paid little attention, were considered here as “antiques,” which rich
ladies and others who love old things come to this street to buy as “objets d’art.”

Out of the open doors of other stores, feathers were blown about, and over the
doors were hung blankets, pillows, and duvets. The Americans are not accustomed to
them, and they use wool blankets also during the hard winter days—the houses are heated

well, and wool is sufficient. But our brethren who came from Europe are accustomed to

the plume-filled duvets. Saleswomen’s familiar faces could be seen through the shops’

open doors, among them the types known to us from long ago, our acquaintances from

“over there.”

In the stores for bedding, linen, and muslin we saw that the shopkeepers were
dark-skinned. We were told that these were our Sephardi brothers, who came from the
Middle East, and they were engaged in import of this merchandise. Usually all those who

camne here resumed the trade or profession in which they had formerly been engaged or




accustomned to, or because by chance some of the first immigrants began to hold to these
trades. As it turned out, most of the barbers in New York were Italian, most of the needle
workers were Jewish, and many of the restaurants’ owners were Greek. And our Sephardi
brothers engaged, and still do today, in the import of linen.

When we passed a few blocks of this darkened street, we reached a broader and
more central street. The street sign said “Canal Street,” the street of the canal. Here there
were lines of shops for men’s clothing, and in front of each shop there stood a salesman
whose role was to attract customers into the shop. These “attracting salesmen” had sharp
eyes for identifying every stranger, and they identified us, too, as “green” and therefore
laid an eye on us. Each time, another one approached us and informed us in Yiddish,
sometimes in Russian or Polish, that the clothes in that shop were the least expensive.
“You would come out of here dressed like an American. The clothes are wonderful and
their price is low. Please come in.”

And suddenly my eyes lit. Do you know what I saw? A store of Hebrew books.
Regrettably, externally it was miserable and offensive: outside, on a pole, a tallit was
waving in the wind, a tallit that was soiled by outdoor dust and stained by rain. Never
before did I see tallits hung outside in such insult, a target for dust and rain. In the display
windows a great mix of books and sacred objects was exhibited: novels in Yiddish,

socialistic and anarchistic booklets, pamphiets with the blessing of the meal, Siddurim®

and Chumashim,” books for teaching the Hebrew language, small booklets for the

“greenhorns” on the laws of becoming a citizen, tin-made Hanukkah menorahs, kiddush

¢ In Hebrew: prayer books.
7 In Hebrew: the five books of Moses, i.e., the Torah.
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cups,® souvenirs made of olive tree wood from the Land of Israel. And in the window of a
second bookstore there was a blackened sign on which was written in Yiddish: Da fixet
man tefillin.® In short, all of Judaism in its entirety was consigned in this store.

Only a few steps farther, in the next house, there was another Jewish bookstore. I
realized that I had arrived at the center, at the heart of the Jewish neighborhood. And,
behold, a third store, a store in which my visit was a duty and a pleasure. On the store’s
sign, the blazoned letters proclaimed: “Sifrei Haskalah.”'® Even though the letters were
not shining bright—since the sign had been beaten by rains and stained by dust-—its
content warmed my heart.

I entered, and as my foot stepped over the threshold, I realized that this was the
“meeting place” for the Hebrew maskilim.!' So it was in Berdichev, so it was in Minsk, in
Bobruysk,'? in Vilna, and in Warsaw, and in every Jewish city. Group by group of
maskilim stood huddled together in the long and crowded store, holding conversations.

Behind the counter, by his honorable self, stood the store’s owner, Mr. Sh.
Druckman, to serve the customers, a not-too-young Jew, tall and lean, his face thin and
very pale. As ] entered and approached his place, he recognized me as a guest. He

stretched out his withered hand and lightly touched my fingers, almost like an Admor."

* In Hebrew: cups for the sanctification over the wine.

? In Yiddish: Here phylacteries are repaired and proofread.

* In Hebrew: Books by authors influenced by the Enlightenment.

'! In Hebrew: the Enlightened.

2 One of the oldest cities in Belarus, eighty-five miles southeast of Minsk. A center of timber industry,
furs, and fishing. The 1861 census showed about twenty-five hundred Jews. Jewish population increased
following the Napoleonic wars. Late nineteenth century Pogroms targeting Jews. In 1941, twenty thousand
Jews shot by Nazis and buried in mass graves. The name is connected to the Babi-Yar saga: there isa
memorial in Nachalat Yitzhak’s (Israel) cemetery, dedicated to the Bobruysk Jews killed in the Holocaust,
as part of the Babi-Yar memorial.

¥ A Hebrew acronym for Adoneinu, Moreinu v’Rabbeiny (Our master, teacher, and rabbi).

70




“Shalom Aleichem, ”'* he whispered to me in a faint voice, like a person destined
for the hospital. “What is your name?”

I almost couldn’t hear his words, but I surmised what they were.

“Zevi Scharfstein.”

“Baruch bo’echa, ”'* he whispered to me again and coughed. “I have in my store
two textbooks written by Scharfstein, and they are Sefateinu'® and LaDor HaTsa'ir."” Are
you their author?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you have come at the right hour. Most of the textbooks that are used in
America were brought from Russia and Poland, and now, since the world war broke out,
this source is blocked.”

“And don’t you have textbooks produced in America?”

“Yes,” he replied to me, “and I shall show you a few.”

He began to search and brought me a few “American” books, very well known to

me: HaMeichin'® by Tawiow;'® an obsolete book, Sefar Yeladin?® by Marcus Bergman;?'

and Sippurei HaMikra® by Rawnitzki®-Bialik**-Ben Zion.?* All of these were published

'* In Hebrew: May peace be upon you.

'* In Hebrew: Be blessed as you come in.

* In Hebrew: Our Language.

'7 In Hebrew: For the Young Generation.

'® In Hebrew: The One Who Prepares.

¥ Israel Hayyim Tawiow (1858-1920); b. Bielorussia. Hebrew author; moved to Riga. Wrote essays on
language and folklore, textbooks on Hebrew language and literature, belles-lettres, etc.

?® In Hebrew: Children’s Language.

2 Scharfstein’s error. According to Hebrew Printing in America, No.359, this book is by Hayim Bregman.
2 In Hebrew: The Stories of the Bible.

® Yehoshua Hana Rawnitzki (1859-1944), Hebrew journalist and publisher; b. Russia. Lifelong associate
of H. N. Bialik (see chapter 1, footnote 5). Cofounder of Moriah publishing house, and editor of Hebrew
and Yiddish periodicals. Settled in Eretz Yisrael in 1922. Helped establishing Devir publishing house and
collaborated with Bialik in publishing Sefer Hadggadah, Sippurei HaMikra, and medieval poetry.

 See chapter 1, footnote 5.
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in Russia, and an American company published them here without the authors’
permission.
In the meantime, one young man with nimble movements left one of those

conversing groups. As he was chatting with his company, with one ear he inclined toward

the store’s owner, who was near me. The young man approached me, stretched out his

hand to me, and with light on his face said, “My name is Daniel Persky.”?

What a blessing, this meeting! Persky! He was the imagined patron from whom I
had asked help finding me a position. In my letter to him, I mentioned the two loyal
witnesses who could recommend me as being qualified for the position of a Hebrew
teacher; indeed they were Professor Deutch from Cincinnati,?” and the author Reuben
Brainin.?®

From the way he was dressed—a sports coat hanging in an untidy way—from his
missing or loosely sewn buttons, and especially from his bold-colored tie, which wasn’t
tied properly and was hung to the right and left, and from the liberally bent brim of his
hat, and especially from his intimate way of speaking, popping and fluent, I recognized
the type.

“I do remember,” he rushed to say, “your articles from the time of my childhood;
indeed, I am not mistaken, from my childhood . . . you published tales and news in
BeGan HaSha'ashu’im.”® One yeshiva boy,*® from the town in which I lived, showed me

the newspaper. I read your writings in HaMelitz. '

» 8. (Simcha Alter Guttmann) Ben-Zion (1870-1923), b. Bessarabia, settled in Eretz Yisrael, 1905.
Hebrew writer and translator. Wrote short stories as realist, then visionary symbolist. Taught and wrote
textbooks. Editor of many periodicals and translator of classical German poetry into Hebrew.

% See chapter 1, footnote 20.

%7 See chapter 1, footnote 21.

28 See chapter 1, footnote 27.

? In Hebrew: In the Amusement Garden.




“And Friedrich Nietzsche®* and His Opinions, 100?”

“Friedrich Nietzsche and His Opinions, too. But I especially admired an
announcement of good wishes for Rosh Hashanah that you published in HaMelitz.”

“Do you store in your memory announcements of wishes, t00?”

“Not all of them. This one was an extraordinary one; créme de lacréme ...”

“What special did you find in it?”

“A great innovation . . . You wished your friends ‘Realization of their Idealism.’
Fabulously to the point! It made a great impression on me.”

“Indeed, when a person is still a young man, he takes pride in and admires foreign
words grown—and he returns to simple ones.”

“Well said, ‘to the simple ones.” And for what reason do we like Brenner so
much? Because of the simplicity in him!”

And he immediately leaped into another thing and mentioned articles written by
others, detailed for me names of writers from Galicia, their articles and stories, asked for

their welifare, informed me of the names of Hebrew writers in America, and told me, as

3% [n Hebrew: a student at an Orthodox religious school.

3! In Hebrew: The Advocate. First Hebrew paper in Russia; founded in Odessa 1860 by Alexander
Zederbaum (1816-1893), Organ of moderate Haskalah; later became organ of Hibbat Zion movement in
Russia. Originally weekly, became daily 1886; closed in 1904,

* Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (1844-1900). German philosopher, author, and poet. Professor of classical
philosophy, Basel (1869-1879), where he was at first the friend and follower, and later (from ca. 1878) a
strong opponent, of Wagner in art and philosophy; opponent of Schopenhauer’s philosophy; suffered
mental breakdown (1889); spent last years in care of his mother at Naumburg and his sister Elisabeth
Férster-Nietzsche at Weimar. Known for denouncing religion, for espousing doctrine of perfectibility of
man through forcible self-assertion, and for glorification of the superman (Ubermensch). His works chiefly
on philology, music, Greek antiquity, and especially philosophy, included Die Geburt der Tragidie aus
dem Geiste der Musik (1872), Also sprach Zarathustra (1883-1892), Zur Genealogie der Moral (1887),
and more.
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well, about HaToren,** the monthly published in New York, and of which he is one of the
editors—and all with alarm, with no space for a breath.

Such young lads I met in Europe. They were few in numbers—there was one in
the city, and two in the province—youngsters for whom Hebrew literature was the source
of livelihood, and there was nothing in their worlds but this literature’s development and
its creators. They were slaves to the literature; they read everything that was published,
whether it was a newspaper, a pamphlet, or a book, without discrimination. They were
interested in the details of the writers’ lives, absorbed everything, and kept everything in
the hidden regions of their memory. The family of authors was their family; in it they
lived, and its air they breathed. Because of their concentration on that spiritual world, and
out of their ambition to see everything that is printed, they were afraid of losing even one
leaf, heaven forbid. They disregarded other matters, such as the way they dressed and
their daily routines.

Of all those whom I had occasion to meet, Persky was superior, since he himself
became an author. In those days he was engaged in dissemination of the literature, in
selling books to every Hebrew maskil, and was assisting every idealistic publisher, such
as Brenner** when he published HaMe orer,®’ and within HaPo 'el Ha Tza'ir,*® in order

to find subscribers and readers. Frischmann®” was shooting his arrows into the hearts of

%3 In Hebrew: The Mast. The most important Hebrew monthly in the first quarter of the twentieth century.
Published in New York, 1913-1925 (by Achiever, HaToren, Zionist Organization of America, and Sqfruth
publishing companies). From 1922--1925 underwritten by Israel Matz. its first editors were Abraham
Goldberg (1883-1942), Shimon Ginzburg (1890-1944), Shalom Ber Maximon (1881-1933), and Nahum
Silkiner (1882-1934).

3 See chapter 1, footmote 19.

35 See chapter 1, footnote 18.

% In Hebrew: The Young Worker, referring to the movement by that name.

*7 David Frischmann (1859-1922), b. Poland. Hebrew writer and translator. Wrote short stories, poetry,
essays, satire, literary criticism, and biblical stories, BaMidbar. Translated many classics, including
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Hov'vei Sefat Ever,*® whom he saw as being satisfied with an abstract love for the
language. When he compared them with a teacher who liked his she-goat excessively,
day and night, but who did not provide her with food to keep her soul alive, he could not
have meant it against Persky. Persky’s dedication to Hebrew was expressed by daily good
deeds. And he did a great deal on behalf of Hebrew publishing houses.

After he continued to ask me a heap of questions, which came rapidly and as if
chased, and 1 could not answer them propetly, and after he talked with my wife and
salvaged from her mouth details about her, and complimented her, I asked him to provide

me with the address for the residence of Abraham Goldberg, the one who was then editor

of the Zionist weekly Dos Yiddishe Folk*® Immediately he provided me with the address.

“I am saying,” he added, “I have already told you that the monthly HaToren is
published here, a very important monthly. Join it.”

“In what? In any event, I must first find my livelihood; after that I shall worry
about my spiritual matters.”

“Don’t worry, you will find a position. You are not the first here; everybody
found one. Do you know how you might participate? Perhaps you should write a review
on Bernfeld’s book Da at Elohim? '*°

These things were said hurriedly, with a lit face, and with a voice that made it

difficult to discern whether it had a thread of mischief in it. Why did he choose this

Nietzsche and Tagore. Editor and publisher of many Hebrew and Yiddish journals. Important influence on
modern Hebrew literature and its broadening from artificiality of Haskalah period.

% In Hebrew: (A poetic way of calling) The Adherents to the Hebrew Language.

* In Yiddish: The Jewish People. A Yiddish literary biweekly, edited by Abraham Goldberg and founded
in 1910. Founder cannot be ascertained.

4 Simon Bernfeld (1860-1940), rabbi and scholar, Chief rabbi of Belgrade Sephardi community, 1886
1894; then lived in Berlin. Wrote works on the Bible, Jewish history, ethics; translated the Bible into
German, His best-known works are Da’at Elohim (a history of religious philosophy, loosely translated as
“God’s Knowledge”) and Sefer HaDema ot (The Book of the Tears, an anthology of sources on Jewish
persecution),
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particular book? Is it really so new? Thus | meditated in my heart—and why didn’t he
ask me whether philosophy was my profession? Immediately, a suspicion awoke in me
that he was joking. He saw a Hebrew teacher who was only occasionally writing “an
article,” and he presented him with this proposal.

As I departed from Persky and came out of the store, a fellow from the “meeting
place” followed me, caught me, and said to me, “I have heard that you are looking for a
teaching position, and that you are going to meet with Abraham Goldberg for this
purpose. Please don’t worry. Today and tomorrow your arrival will be publicized among
teachers and principals, and this will benefit you.”

“How will my arrival be publicized?”

“How? By Persky.”

To the readers who are unfamiliar with New York or with its downtown, I shall note that
what is described in this chapter is according to what I saw in the first week following my
arrival, forty years ago. This was the typical section of the immigrants’ neighborhoods,
those of the generation of experimentation by the new settlers. There an intensive human
drama had taken place, tragicomic and with a muititude of outcomes.

Two square miles built with apartments that seemed to function like cages served
as a first way station. There were the sweatshops. There was the furnace of usurpation—
in the factories of sweat—in which myriads of people lost their energy through hard labor
from morning until night. And workers organizations were established there to protect the

exploited by strikes and other means. And nonetheless, out of these neighborhoods came
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people, renowned by name and deed. They adapted to the life of the land, learned, toiled,
suffered, and ascended, and later became famous as lawyers, journalists, labor leaders,
composers and artists, and even as politicians. There, boxers and athletes, and even
ruffians, were brought up. And do not take the ruffians lightly, since it did happen that
some of them acquired a reputation, many possessions, great influence, and high-ranking
officials entered into negotiations with them, probably for the sake of democracy.

This neighborhood in the city’s downtown, as is the case with most
neighborhoods, assumes a shape and then abandons it according to the type of its
residents, who change from time to time. First its inhabitants were Irish, then came the
Germans, some of whom brought with them socialistic spirit and became the workers’
leaders. There lived Germany’s Jews from the outset of their arrival, and there they built
the synagogues and schools—famous to this very day, except that they moved uptown, to
the place of wealth, since in the course of time they became rich, climbed up the steps of
society, and desired their dwelling places to be among the superrich and those of
“ancestral” rights and distinguished pedigree. The German Jews in the downtown were
the owners of textile and fur factories and were great merchants, and it was the Eastern
European Jews who worked in their factories. In the year 1880 they were the rulers of the
community of Isragl in New York, which consisted then of some eighty thousand people.

When the German Jews left downtown, the Eastern European Jews took their
places, and they were accompanied by immigrants from the nations of the world: Italians,
Russians, Rumanian, Hungarians, Slovaks, and of other nations. Along with the change

of the inhabitants, the general face and customs of the neighborhood changed as well: the

language used there and on the signs, the type of restaurants, the language of the




newspapers sold there, and the faces of the passers-by. And the Jews who settled there
were also not of one skin, and as much as it was possible, they did not mix with each
other, but rather were split into special streets, forming states within states, like special
small islands. Most of the Jews were, of course, from Russia, but here and there they
crowded together with the Jews of Hungary, and in these streets could be seen a pious
Hungarian Jew wearing a flat hat with its broad brim, shining with its light-reflective
velvet. That was “Little Hungary,” and there, in the restaurants, you were served with the
original goulash. Then there was “Little Rumania,” and in the restaurants’ windows were
laid—for all to see—chopped liver, gizzards, and tumips, and in the evening a singer
wore a hat of stiff material and sang Yiddish folk songs, spicy and enticing songs, as he
was walking among the eating and drinking public while singing, and the joy and
rejoicing reached the ceiling. A “Little Galicia” was there as well; there, one could hear a

long, intoned “Shalom Aleichem!” and the men’s and women’s faces were soft and

shining. These Bessarabian*' rolled the “R,” and ended each sentence with a rising pitch.

And Lithuanians interchanged their “Sh”s with “S”s. As all of them arrived, they were at
first peddlers or needle workers. Whether in their homes or in the shops, they all
worked--a family next to another, fathers and sons together, and with superhuman
sacrifices they reached middle class, and occasionally wealth. Then they uprooted and
moved uptown and became a special social stratum.

By now the neighborhood had entirely changed, and only footsteps of the old
remained. The over-ground trains that used to hide the sun were destroyed and
disappeared. Lines of old and musty houses, nests for diseases, were destroyed as well. A

number of streets were widened, their houses rebuilt, and playgrounds for children were

*! See chapter 3, footnote 6.




constructed. Sunlight shone more frequently now over the formerly dark Allen Street.
Canal Street, with its busy traffic, was widened. The pushcarts and stands of merchandise
on Orchard Street vanished. The city forbade selling merchandise in the open street and
provided for this purpose new, roof-covered markets, and the city clerks supervised over
the state of their cleanliness. De Lancey is now one of the important streets of commerce.

The number of Jews in the downtown area is gradually decreasing, and those who
remain are the old, the poor, and the meek, for whom uprooting is hard, and they cannot
depart from their neighbors, and from the synagogues to which they have become
accustomed, and from other institutions. The young couples leave from there to the open
spaces, to new and modern neighborhoods. The place of the Jews is taken by Italians and
Slavs, and more recently by Puerto Ricans.

However, there is still there, in the downtown, a sort of Jewish center. There are
the publishing houses of the Yiddish newspapers; there are the booksellers’ shops, and
there exist a number of yeshivot And there are the offices of the secretaries and solicitors
who are busy constantly with raising funds for the benefit of the yeshivot in Eretz
Yisrael—by letters that are sent to every Jewish merchant. And whoever sends a
contribution 1o one “secretary,” it is certain that his address would be delivered from one
office to another, and that he would receive solicitations from all the yeshivot in Eretz
Yisrael, pleading for help. Prior to the festival of Sukkot,* the whole neighborhood is
filled with the aroma of the etrogim®® and lulavim** that are sold in the stores, and Jews

come from all sections of the city to check and find “mehudarim.”® There they sell

%2 In Hebrew: sukkah is a booth. Sukkot is the Fall Festival of Booths, or Tabernacles<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>