
American Jewish History 

Handout - Lesson #6 

 

1. The Shmatte Business 

2. Labor Strife 

3. Immigration Issues and Escape from the Ghetto 

4. Religious Life 

5. Anti-Semitism  

 

Reading #1 

One Saturday afternoon in March of that year—March 25, to be precise—I was 

sitting at one of the reading tables in the old Astor Library. … It was a raw, 

unpleasant day and the comfortable reading room seemed a delightful place to spend 

the remaining few hours until the library closed. I was deeply engrossed in my book 

when I became aware of fire engines racing past the building. By this time, I was 

sufficiently Americanized to be fascinated by the sound of fire engines. Along with 

several others in the library, I ran out to see what was happening, and followed 

crowds of people to the scene of the fire.  

 

A few blocks away, the Asch Building at the corner of Washington Place and Greene 

Street was ablaze. When we arrived at the scene, the police had thrown up a cordon 

around the area and the firemen were helplessly fighting the blaze. The eighth, ninth, 

and tenth stories of the building were now an enormous roaring cornice of flames.  

 

Word had spread through the East Side, by some magic of terror, that the plant of the 

Triangle Waist Company was on fire and that several hundred workers were trapped. 

Horrified and helpless, the crowds—I among them—looked up at the burning 

building, saw girl after girl appear at the reddened windows, pause for a terrified 

moment, and then leap to the pavement below, to land as mangled, bloody pulp. This 

went on for what seemed a ghastly eternity. Occasionally a girl who had hesitated too 

long was licked by pursuing flames and, screaming with clothing and hair ablaze, 

plunged like a living torch to the street. Life nets held by the firemen were torn by the 

impact of the falling bodies.  

 

The emotions of the crowd were indescribable. Women were hysterical, scores 

fainted; men wept as, in paroxysms of frenzy, they hurled themselves against the 

police lines. 

 

 

 

 

 



Reading #2 

“If education, culture, and the higher life, were shining things to be worshiped from 

afar, he had still a means left whereby he could draw one step nearer to them. He 

could send his children to school, to learn all those things that he knew by fame to be 

desirable. The common school, at least, perhaps high school; for one or two, perhaps 

even college! His children should be students, should fill his house with books and 

intellectual company, and thus he would walk by proxy in the fields of liberal 

learning. As for the children themselves, he knew no sure way to their advancement 

and happiness.” 

 

Reading #3 - The Stages of Immigration – Nettherapy.Com 

The stages of immigration have been extensively written about and the usual 

beginning point is to talk about the culture shock which occurs after immigration. 

This culture shock follows on directly as a result of changes which occur to one's 

value systems - to the new ideas in one's new country.  

The term "culture shock" was coined by Kalvero Oberg in a 1954 report published by 

Bobbs-Merrill, in which 5 distinct stages of culture shock were identified. All people 

experience the same feelings of strangeness when travelling to or living in another 

country and this process has a cause, symptoms and resolution.  

1. Honeymoon Phase.  

Most people begin with great expectations and a positive mind-set. There is 

excitement, new sights, new smells, new tastes and the early problems are 

experienced as quaint - as part of the newness - anything new is intriguing and 

exciting. And, anyway, there are more pressing problems to deal with, like opening 

bank accounts, getting drivers licenses, finding schools, doctors, dentists, 

gynecologists. These are usually handled with the accompanying euphoria of having 

overcome each of these first hurdles successfully.  

 

2. Rejection Phase.  

The honeymoon phase comes to an end as the newcomer has to deal with 

transportation problems, shopping problems or communication problems. Little 

things come up but it may start to seem like people somehow no longer care about 

your problems. They may help, but they don't seem to understand your concern over 

what they see as small problems. You might even start to think that the people in your 

new country don't like newcomers and often you may begin to feel aggressive and 

start to complain about the new culture/country. This phase is a crisis phase in the 

'disease' of culture shock and is called the "rejection" phase precisely because it is at 

this point that the newcomer starts to reject the host country, complaining about and 

noticing only the bad things that bother them.  

 



3. Regression Phase. 

If you have struggled with phase 2, you may find yourself moving into regression - 

moving backward - and in this phase of culture shock, you spend much of your time 

speaking your own language, watching videos from your home country, eating food 

from home. You may also notice that you are moving in social circles which are 

exclusively made up of people from your own background and you don't want to meet 

locals. You may spend most of this time complaining about the new country/culture 

and its strange and senseless ways. Also, in the regression phase, you may only 

remember the good things about your home country which may suddenly seem 

marvelously wonderful; all the difficulties that you had there are forgotten and you 

may find yourself wondering why you ever left. You may now only remember your 

home country as a wonderful place in which nothing ever went wrong for you. 

  

4. Recovery Phase or At-Ease-At-Last Phase:  

In this stage you become more comfortable with the language and you also feel more 

comfortable with the customs of your new country. You can now move around without 

a feeling of anxiety. You still have problems with some of the social cues and you may 

still not understand everything people say (especially idioms) or do. However, you 

are now much better adjusted to the new culture and you start to realize that no 

country is that much better than another - it is just different lifestyles and different 

ways to deal with the problems of life. With this new adjustment, you accept the food, 

drinks, habits and customs of the new country, and you may even find yourself 

preferring some things in the new country, to things at home. You have now 

understood that there are different ways to live your life and that no way is really 

better than another, just different. Finally, you have become comfortable in the new 

place - it's not so bad. Most importantly, your sense of humor will have returned and 

you find you are able to look at yourself and laugh. 

 

Reading #4 

The Treife Banquet, July 11, 1883 

Menu 

 

Little Neck Clams (Half Shell) 

“Amontillado 

Sherry 

 

POTAGES 

Consumme Royal 

“Sauternes” 

 

 



POISSONS 

Feillet de Boef, aux Champignons 

Soft Shell Crabs 

A l’Amerique, Pommes Duchesse 

Salade of Shrimp 

“St.Julien” 

 

ENTRÉE 

Sweet Breads, a la Monglas 

Petits Pois, a la Francaise 

“Deidesheimer” 

 

RELEVEE 

Poulets, a la Viennoise 

Asperges Sauce, Vinaigrette Pommes 

“Punch Romain 

Pate 

Grenouiles a la Crème and Cauliflower 

 

ROTI 

Vol au Vents de Pigeons, a la Tyrolienne, 

Salade de Saitue 

“G.H. Mumm Extra Dry” 

 

HORS-D’OEUVERS 

Bouchies de Valaille, a la Regeurs 

Olives Caviv, Sardelles de Hollande, 

Brissontins au Supreme Tomatoe 

Mayonaise 

 

SUCRES 

Ice Cream 

Assorted and Ornamented Cakes 

 

ENTREMENTS 

Formages Varies, Fruits Varies 

Martell Cognac. Café Noir 

 

 

 

 



Reading #5  - Solomon Schechter 

A child prodigy who became a noted rabbinic scholar and historian, Schechter was 

born in Romania in 1847. During his studies at the University of Vienna, he formed 

his own vision of a “Catholic Israel,” embracing all Jews and consensus religious 

practice. In 1890 he became a lecturer at Cambridge University where his 

responsibilities included maintaining the University Libraries Hebrew manuscript 

collection. His reputation as a scholar grew when his discovery of ancient 

manuscript fragments in a Cairo synagogue genizah led to new understandings of the 

development of Jewish tradition. 

 

From 1902 until his death in 1915, Schechter held the presidency of the fledgling 

Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. Under his leadership, the Seminary 

developed into a major institution of scholarship in the conservative movement in 

America was recognized and rejuvenated.  

 

 

Reading #6 - The American Shtetl 

Rates of East European Jews were extricated from their impoverishment in the small 

Jewish shtetls of Eastern Europe that were made universally known and glamorized 

by Fiddler on the Roof.  Many immigrants were taken out by European and American 

Jewish philanthropists and settled in various areas of the United States, where they 

were expected to establish farming communities, regardless of whether or not they 

had been farmers in the old country.  

 

Other groups banded together in the small towns and cities of America, where they 

retained their shtetl mentality. The American shtetl, essentially, was a clone of the 

Eastern European one, heavily dependent on religion for its character, its social life, 

and above all, it’s cohesiveness. While they lasted, they were as vibrant and colorful 

as Tevye’s shtetl. 

 

 

Reading #7 - Molly Kravitz Greenblatt 

Molly, who was born in one of the New Jersey farming communities in 1893, 

remembered that it was a “very, very tight unit. Everyone knew everyone else. It was 

like a big family. When there was trouble, they all tried to console if there was one 

person troubled. When there was happiness or happy occasions, everyone was happy, 

the synagogue was the focal point. Each person was a free person to do what he 

pleased as long as he didn’t hurt anybody else. If there was someone who needed to 

be reminded that he should do the right thing, they told him.” 

 

 

 



Reading #8 - Leo Libove, retired farmer, Roosevelt, New Jersey 

I used to be a farmer here in this community. I was born in the United States. My 

parents came from Russia, and they always had a dream of having an independent 

life on the farm. 

 

I always wanted to be my own boss, not responsible to anybody and not have anyone 

tell me what to do. I went to an agricultural school in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, 

after I graduated from high school. I couldn’t afford to go to college and there was a 

chance to get some kind of a college education free.  

 

It was called the national Farm school at the time. Almost all were Jewish students at 

the time. The school was established by a Doctor Krauskopf, and he was a rabbi. He 

felt that if they were part of the landed community, they would be accepted by the rest 

of the population. But in order to be a farmer, you had to know how to farm. So, he 

established the school. 

 

Unfortunately, I could not make it work in the farm world. My mother-in-law noted in 

item in the Jewish press that there was going to be a community built by the 

government to establish a project for the needle-trade workers in New Jersey. 

 

The people in this area didn’t like the idea of a Jewish community here at all. They 

called us Bolsheviks and Reds and Pinko’s and whatnot.  Hightstown was noted in 

the early days for its conservatism and its Ku Klux Klan. Here’s a Jewish community 

being set up under their noses, and they certainly didn’t like it. But after a while, 

when we became a little wealthier, we began to do business in Hightstown. We 

shopped there and we use the bank there. So, they accepted us, grudgingly perhaps, 

but they accepted us. After a while, we establish pretty good relationships. Also, our 

children went to the high school in Hightstown, and our children were bright children 

and went to some of the best colleges in the country. It didn’t make friends for us, but 

we survived all this and we finally made a place for ourselves here. 

 

 

Reading #9 - Helen Barth 

In 1936 we moved to Roosevelt, then called Jersey Homesteads.  My parents were 

required to make a $500 cash deposit as a share in the community. In return, they got 

a share in the cooperative - a share in the factory, a share in the retail store, a share 

in the grocery store, a share in whatever this community was supposed to have been. 

The town was basically set up to provide industry. There was to have been a garment 

factory with a retail outlet. The factory was to make ladies’ coats and suits. My father 

specialty was pockets. 

 



Benjamin Brown conceived the idea of the community. He owned property nearby, 

and he was a money man. He was an entrepreneur and he had a vision and he 

convinced the government they should subsidize it. I understand that Eleanor 

Roosevelt, for whatever reason, was very supportive of the project. I believe Brown 

was a socialist and wanted something like a moshav in Israel today, not like the 

kibbutz, but more like the moshav, because you own your home or you live in your 

home and you farm, yet you work in the cooperative factory. 

 

Every little house like ours had a half-acre, and my father, who lived in the Bronx 

and in a shtetl as a boy in Poland, had a garden every year until two years before he 

died. He gardened every year, and they canned tomatoes in the heat of the summer, 

and made tomato juice, and did these wonderful things that I recollect. 

I remember the community as family. There were as many meetings and as many 

organizations as there were people, and everyone was involved and yet everybody 

was family. Times were hard, but we never felt that we were poor. Our family never 

had a car. There may have been a half dozen cars in town, and we would hitchhike 

into Hightstown, where all the services were – the kosher butcher, the food store, the 

movie theater Saturday afternoons. 

 

There was a synagogue. Originally, I’m not sure where the synagogue met, but I 

know that prior to World War II there was something like a construction shack. It 

looked like an army barracks. Ultimately, about 1955 or so, they built another very 

fancy synagogue on another street. So, this community, which is now a mixed 

community, has a synagogue. We don’t have a church, but we do have a synagogue. 

 

Most everyone went to shul on the high holidays. My parents didn’t impose that on 

me personally. I have my grandmother’s Shabbes candlesticks, but I don’t bench licht 

Friday night. Christmas didn’t exist, it just didn’t exist, as far as I’m concerned, it 

still doesn’t exist. 

 

My brother went to Hebrew school. Although there was an Orthodox synagogue in 

town, my parents did not conduct themselves in an Orthodox manner and felt that I 

would benefit more from a Yiddish culture experience then to Hebrew school. The 

Forward was delivered here and the Tag, but my father’s preference was the 

Forward. Some people were very frugal. After one person read the Forward they 

would trade with someone who got the Tag. 

 

A unique feature of our community is that we have free burial. Anyone who is a 

resident of our community can be buried in the community. If one has lived here for 

25 years, they have a right to free burial in the community. Unmarried children of 

residents can be buried here three. It’s a municipal cemetery, with a very large 

Jewish section. 



What about the charge of communism, that the surrounding people thought this was a 

communistic society? It was very strange. Here was this group of people who came 

and spoke with accents, who voted straight Democrat. As I said, the Ku Klux Klan 

was in Allentown. Hightstown had always been a Republican community. What else 

would they think? 

 

Reading #10  -Augusta Chasan 

I was born in Russia. I came here when I was three years old.  

 

My husband was an electrician. He had gone to the Hebrew Technical University at 

the time. He graduated when he was 15 years old. The Hebrew Technical University 

in New York City was for teaching trades to young Jewish boys. He was taking an 

electrical engineering trade. He was very brilliant. 

 

In the early 1930s, they advertise in the Jewish papers for people who would like to 

move, especially needle trade workers, who weren’t having much work at the time, to 

a country place and start a cooperative colony. So, my father-in-law was very, very 

interested. He came to my husband and said, how about you going out there?” He 

said, “I would go, but I’m too old.” So, my husband said, “I’ll look into it. It sounds 

interesting.” And he did, and we decided will go to a meeting. We used to meet in 

New York at that Jewish building somewhere on 92nd St. We like the people that came 

there. We like the whole idea. We were going to get a house, and we have a factory 

here and have a little co-op store. It all sounded so good. I’ve always dreamed that 

one day I would like to have a little country house. So, this was great to me. By 1936 

they were ready for us, and we came out here. 

 

My husband came here as an electrician. They didn’t have electrical work yet, 

because the laborers were the people who were working here. So, they said, “look, 

we need a truck driver to bring in the material from New York to the factory here, 

and then to bring it out, take it to different co-ops on the East Coast.” They asked him 

if he’d like to be the truck driver. So, my husband said, “sure, I’ll do anything.” 

While we were at the meeting place, they said that the people that they selected had 

to be under 50. They were all in their 40s. We were in our 30s. I looked around and I 

found a young couple sitting there. I said, “How would you like to be friends with 

me?” And she said, “I’d love it.” We became friends. 

 

The community was 100% Jewish. They had people from different organizations. 

They had a small group of religious ones, and one from the IWW and then from the 

Workmen’s Circle. We all came with no money really, and we came for the same 

purpose. We really enjoyed ourselves. We had so much fun together. We used to tell 

everybody, “come in here, come in here,” and we’d serve bread and jelly. See, we 

had an apple orchard here, and we could pick the apples. We did make apple jelly. 



We had bread and apple jelly and tea, because you didn’t need milk for it. People 

could calm here and just have the most wonderful time, and that’s what we did. We 

just lived with each other. It was just beautiful. 

 

We decided, after we were here almost a year, we were going to have our own 

government, because the people in Hightstown didn’t like us because we were Jewish. 

Yet we had to shop there and we had to buy our shoes and clothing there, and the 

bank was there. Yet, somehow, they didn’t like us. So, we decided we were going to 

have our own government. We elected a mayor, a police chief, and a fire department.  

 

 

Reading #11 - Aaron Goldberg  

Most of the children spoke Yiddish through the third generation of the community, 

and, at least until World War II, most of the people would live very close to the 

synagogues and moved continuously closer as they prospered.  Then after World War 

II, people of course moved as the next generation was a little more secularized and 

moved away from the synagogues of the old North End community and up the hill 

towards the university. 

 

It is my belief and opinion that one of the reasons that Burlington was able to 

perpetuate this Eastern European tradition was its geographic isolation.  In fact, 

would venture to say that that’s true not only of the Burlington Jewish community but 

true of the other ethnic communities as well. 

 

Reading #12 - Barney Cohen 

When we were growing up it was Little Jerusalem, East European.  They all had 

cows, a lot of cows in the back yards.  They used to go right through the streets on 

their way to pasture, just outside of town.  They were all quite a religious community, 

as I said.  They had three shuls.  Had a minyan every morning in three different shuls.  

They lived according to the way they lived in Russia.  Their manners were the same; 

very little respect one for a another.  Couldn’t keep a rabbi because every man in the 

community felt as though he knew more than the rabbi.  Yiddish was a common 

language.  As kids, I think most of us couldn’t speak English before we went to public 

school.  And as kids, we had quite a Hebrew education, very, very extensive. 

 

Reading #13 - Jack H. Press 

My mother’s father and mother came from that old Vilna area, where most of the 

Jews of Burlington came from, because Burlington, originally, was a hotbed of 

Litvaks.  Galitzianers weren’t too readily accepted in this town.  But after war, of 

course, they filtered in here.  Now the derivations are forgotten.  But it was a strong 

Litvak community.  Very strong.  Everybody had the same accent in Yiddish, 

naturally.    



 

What made it a shtetl?  Well, because we were basically in a little Jewish village.  

Everybody lived together.  Everybody was fairly poor.  Basically, there were very few 

professionals; they all were working people.  Some were cattle dealers, a few 

storekeepers, and butchers and so forth.  Living so close together, everybody knew 

each other.  Because the tradition of orthodoxy came with them from Russia, they 

more or less extended it here.  And God help you if you weren’t really Orthodox; you 

were a goy, you were no good. If you didn’t go to shul, you ere a goy.  Of course, we 

all went to the same Hebrew school; we all played together.  There were a few little 

cliques among us.  But we weren’t divided in the day school by money.  We were 

divided by likes and dislikes. We all did the same things. 

 

Burlington was known for various names, either by trade styles or by derogatory 

names.  You had Cohen the butcher, Cohen from Vergennes,; you had Kershner the 

short, Kershner the tail.  You had derogatory names.  You had one who was called 

the fartzer; he was known for that. 

 

Reading #14 - Arthur Bloomberg 

We had teachers who could not talk English, so we were a Yiddish community.   

 

Everybody was kosher then.  If you were found not to be kosher, you were on the “s” 

list. You didn’t count.  You almost got thrown out of the synagogue.  We were limited 

with the amount of kosher foods we had.  A couple of Jewish butchers and then we 

had Colodny’s market, where we used to get the processed meats and stuff from New 

York, Hebrew National.  We had a Jewish bakery, so we got our bread there.  We 

didn’t buy anything in the so-called goyisha stores, nothing except maybe sugar and 

coffee and stuff like that. 

 

We used to have a lot of anti-Semitism.  In the wintertime, we had to walk to the high 

school in groups to protect ourselves, to work together in a snowball fight.  I have a 

friend of mine who said once, “If you scratch a goy, you find an anti-Semite.”  

Having grown up next to a Catholic school, I learned that the first paragraph in their 

catechism at that time was that the Jews killed Christ.” 

 

Reading #15 - Marshall G. London 

It was a ghetto without the external forces; forces to hold the people together were all 

transmitted from Europe to here with a little influence of America.  In such a small 

community there was lot of social pressure not to break through the lines and the 

rules of the ghetto.  So, for a boy to date a non-Jewish girl, which would be a little 

ahead of my time, was – my God, the talk of the community.  For someone to move to 

the Wasp area of town – my God, that was forbidden.  Or to try and join the country 

club or swim in a certain are that was restricted.  This news got around pretty fast.  



You didn’t do things you were supposed on the Shabbes.  They stretch it a little bit so 

that when I as a child after shul they would give us a few coins to go to the movies on 

Saturday afternoon.  We were talking about the late 1930’s. 

 

The seder, the traditional seder, the traditional foods, going with grandmother to the 

shochet to see a chicken ritually slaughtered, influenced me a great deal as a young 

boy, and I’m talking about when I was seven, eight years old.  The warmth around 

the table and the guess that would come, the university students they would bring 

down for meals and holidays, the warmth that exuded from the family, left a great 

impression upon me.   

 

Reading #16  - Max B. Wall, Rabbi 

The synagogue ritual was strictly Litvish.  I would call it dry as compared to a 

spirited, romantic, Chasidic-type community.  More rational than emotional; 

intellectual. So even the people who are apikorsim at least knew something, because 

otherwise you are not apikoros, you’re not.  You are just simply an ignoramus.  There 

was a tendency on the part of the Litvisher community always to pay a lot of attention 

to reason.  And their study of Talmud was in terms of reason; those who observed, 

observed very meticulously.  

 

When I came on the first Friday nights and started to sing “Adon Olam” at the end 

the service, they looked at me as if I were crazy.  “Who’s singing in shul?”  It was 

that kind of service. 

 


