The Journal of the Jewish Genealogical Society of Greater Boston

MRSS-POCHR

Volume XXIV, Number 1, Issue 79

February 2015
’ £0
SAITHCIB
HOIO Crumy
< _Ba 1900~ /503 pix
.f. i/gﬁwaﬂfh npo s ; !

!622 3 N { 5O Jib 5 .
nosy -4 4y ”*".’?C’,l‘!z’._{’ p-ay.

JuinponerporchroY obnaesi

B T o
;'ﬁumii.qm; W""

Page 6

Page 14

In This Issue

President’s Column 2
Editors’ Column 3
Conferences 4

Program Reports

Annual Lecture: Jewish Peddlers 6

DNA Haplogroups 9

Finding Ancestors in Polish Records 14

Ukrainian Archives 18
Success Story

Visiting a Family Cemetery 22
Features

The Way We Were 25

Boston Queries 28

Notices from JGSGB 5, 30

JGSGB Calendar 32

" 35018068

International Conference
on Jewish Genealogy
Jerusalem, 6-10 July, 2015
In cooperation with & MyHeritage

Page 4

[ KATZ BAGEL

AKERY




The Way We Were

Jewish Chelsea / Jewish America:
Dreams and Realities
by Norman H. Finkelstein

This article is adapted from a lighthearted talk delivered in 2009 as part of the
Chelsea Jewish History Exhibit.

Let’s face it. There are two kinds of people in the world: those who grew up in Chelsea and those
deprived souls who did not. Yet if we examine the history of Jews in America, our Chelsea story is
but a microcosm of the larger American Jewish experience, but with our own distinctive elements.

Jews have been part of the American fabric since 1654, but the first known Jew in Chelsea, Nathan
Morse, doesn’t appear until 1864. By 1890 there were 82 Jews, the vanguard of the great wave of
immigrants from Eastern Europe. Between 1881 and the out- .

break of World War I in 1914, nearly two million Jews freely
abandoned the poverty, anti-Semitism, and pogroms of Eastern
Europe to seek new lives in America. By 1910, the number of
Jews in Chelsea had grown to slightly more than 11,000—one-
third of the total population. The numbers would probably have
been larger had it not been for the Great Chelsea Fire of 1908
which dispersed many Jewish residents to other localities while
destroying both the recently opened Elm Street and nearly
completed Walnut Street shuls. Even so, by the 1930s Jews
constituted nearly half of the city’s population.

The majority of Jews in America up until the 20th century were Reform, but the newcomers to
places like Chelsea were Orthodox, if not in actual practice then in self-identification. Not that every
new immigrant was pious: economic demands often trumped piety by forcing them to work on the
Sabbath. The Reform establishment was mostly anti-Zionist, but the newcomers were not.

In 1915, the Federation of American Zionists held its annual convention in Boston. In a break with
tradition, the entire convention moved to Chelsea for a day, where an open-air session was held to
allow the mass of Chelsea Jews to participate. Addressing the throng, Louis D. Brandeis, who that

same year would become the first Jew appointed to the United States Supreme Court, said:

We have come to Chelsea. We have come because, in Chelsea, Jews constitute a larger
percentage of the population than in any other city of the United States; because the Jews of
Chelsea have, by their conduct, given to the Jewish name a good reputation here and through-
out the Commonwealth; because one of our great leaders has told us that nowhere in the wide
world had he been given more sympathetic and intelligent attention than by your city.

From the beginning, Jews of Chelsea established religious and cultural institutions to support their
community. In that same speech Brandeis spoke about a visit he had made to Chelsea two years
earlier to attend a banquet given by the Young Men’s Hebrew Association, which, he recalled, had a
membership then of about 300. Chelsea, in its 1.8 square miles, once housed 18 synagogues.
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The Way We Were

The shuls had official Hebrew titles, of course, but everyone knew them by special names: the
Litvische Shul, the Carpenters’ Shul, the Russische Shul. Litvaks, Russische, Polyakin, and Galit-
zianer thought of “the other” as being beneath them, intellectually and culturally. Even those in the
shmatte (rag) business had their own place of worship, the Shmatterske Shul. Temple Emmanuel was
founded by Americanized children of immigrants as an alternative to “old-fashioned” Orthodoxy.
Yet, it was the Yiddish language, with local permutations, that united them all. Wherever you went,
there was an undefined Jewish feel about the city.

Per square mile, there were more Jews living in Chelsea in the 1920s than almost any other place

in America, except for New York City. That meant: Jewish food stores, kosher butchers, bakers, and
delis. Yet, like other American Jews, by the second and third generations, it was time to move up

and out. Unlike other urban American Jews, however, Chelsea Jews did not live in a self-proscribed
ghetto. Their neighbors were Polish, Italian, and Irish families who all shared the same economic and
assimilationist issues. They understood and respected one another.

In the minds of immigrant Jewish parents, from the very beginning, the path to success for their
children led through schoolhouse doors. They embraced the opportunity of free public education
with a vengeance. From the classrooms of the Shurtleff, Carter, and Williams schools, through the
halls of Chelsea High School, the children of Yiddish-speaking immigrants went on to universities—
and not an insignificant number to Harvard—to become successful professionals.

Mary Antin, who lived with her family first on Arlington Street and later on Bellingham
Street became one of America’s best known writers. In her classic 1912 book, The
Promised Land, she tells lovingly of her Williams School education.

It is not worthwhile to refer to voluminous school statistics to see just how many
“green” pupils entered school last September, not knowing the days of the week
in English, who next February will be declaiming patriotic verses in honor of
George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, with a foreign accent, indeed, but \
with plenty of enthusiasm....And if I was one of Chelsea’s hundred in 1894, it A :
was only to be expected, since I was one of the older of the “green” children, and  pmary Antin in 1915
had had a start in my irregular schooling in Russia, and was carried along by a  (photo Wikimedia
tremendous desire to learn, and had my family to cheer me on. Commons)

There were about half a dozen of us beginners in English, in age from six to fifteen. Miss
Nixon made a special class of us, and aided us so skillfully and earnestly in our endeavors
to “see-a-cat,” and “hear-a-dog-bark,” and “look-at-the-hen,” that we turned over page
after page of the ravishing history, eager to find out how the common world looked,
smelled, and tasted in the strange speech. The teacher knew just when to let us help each
other out with a word in our own tongue—it happened that we were all Jews—and so,
working all together, we actually covered more ground in a lesson than the native classes,
composed entirely of the little tots.

In Europe, a young Jewish child’s religious education was a normal part of growing up. It usually
revolved around the one-room school, the cheder, where the teacher, the melammed, taught the basics
of the prayer book and the Bible by rote and by threat. The cheder was not successfully transplanted to
America. The focus of American Jews was on the public-school education of their children. Since the
majority lived in communities with high Jewish populations, reminders of their religious and ethnic
culture constantly surrounded them. Chelsea was no different. We got our challah on Central Avenue
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from the Chelsea Home or Revere Bakeries, our vegetables and fish from .
Nataupsky’s or Goldstein’s, pickled herring and lox from Podrachik’s or later
at the Smokehouse, kosher meat from Shefshick’s or Keimach'’s, bagels from
Katz’s, groceries from Slaine’s or Promisel’s, and toiletries from Allen’s Cut-
Rate. At Pressman’s Deli or Shapiro’s Bel-Del you could fress the day away.

Afterwards, as you developed heart-attack symptoms, you could turn

to Drs. Clayman, Kornetsky, and Karp for prescriptions that you filled

at Margolis’s, Turkanis’s, or Turk’s. I got my hair cut by Mr. Pincus, my
boy’s husky size suit from Wolper’s, and my shoes at Katzman’s or Harry’s
shoe stores. And in the days before the Massachusetts Lottery, you could
even place illegal numbers bets with Louie the Bookie. Everyone was
familiar by osmosis with religious practices and customs—even the most non-observant and even
the non-Jewish. Formal Jewish education was available at The Chelsea Hebrew School and at smaller
religious schools at Temple Emmanuel and the Shurtleff Street Shul. Private bar mitzvah tutors
sometimes mirrored the European cheder model, rapped knuckles included. Religious education
generally ended at bar mitzvah with a handful of students continuing on at the Prozdor high school
at Hebrew College. Who needed a formal Jewish education when you were surrounded by Jews,
Jewish symbols, and Jewish life? In spite of devalued Jewish education with the focus on secular
education, a number of Chelsea-ites went on to become Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform rabbis.

Like other American Jews, Chelsea Jews were early and active participants in political and military
life. They were elected to local government, and as early as the 1920s served on the Board of Aldermen
and the School Committee. Ironically, at a time when Jews comprised a majority of the city’s
population, there never was a Jewish mayor. It took until the early 1960s, by which time the
Jewish population had markedly decreased, for the first Jewish mayor to be elected. Also, like other
American Jews, Chelsea Jews fought and died beyond their percentage of the total population in
America’s wars—in Chelsea’s case, beginning with World War 1.

Chelsea Jews have been involved in all aspects of American life, from entertainment and sports to
academia, from science to politics. In the 1920s, Americans followed the boxing exploits of Chelsea-ite
Red Chapman (real name Morris Kaplan). In the 1960s we laughed at the humor of Arnold Stang. We
can at least partially claim ownership of Louis B. Mayer before he headed off to Hollywood. We
reveled in the accomplishments of other Jews who went on to make significant contributions in almost
any field you can imagine, from law and medicine to business and science. To mention even a fraction
of Chelsea success stories would take more time than we have. We can be proud of our accomplish-
ments. Like other American Jews, Chelsea Jews began the twentieth century as learners of American
culture and ended the century as its creators. Today we look back upon our Chelsea experience with
fondness and nostalgia. It shaped who we are and through us serves as the foundation for future
generations of proud Americans whose religious and cultural legacy begins right here.

Norman Finkelstein is a long-time faculty member in the Prozdor Department
of Hebrew College and a retired public school librarian. Norm is the author of 18
nonfiction books, including two winners of the National Jewish Book Award, and
the editor of the Jewish Publication Society’s highly acclaimed Guides to... series.
His latest book is Schools of Hope: How Julius Rosenwald Helped Change

African American Education. He can be reached at Finkelstein@ jgsgb.org.
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