
Purdue University Purdue University 

Purdue e-Pubs Purdue e-Pubs 

The Jewish Role in American Life: An Annual Review 

Winter 12-15-2009 

A Cultural History of Jews in California A Cultural History of Jews in California 

Bruce Zuckerman 
University of Southern California 

William F. Deverell 
University of Southern California 

Follow this and additional works at: https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/casden 

 Part of the Jewish Studies Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Zuckerman, Bruce and Deverell, William F., "A Cultural History of Jews in California" (2009). The Jewish 
Role in American Life: An Annual Review. 3. 
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/casden/3 

This document has been made available through Purdue e-Pubs, a service of the Purdue University Libraries. 
Please contact epubs@purdue.edu for additional information. 

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/casden
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/casden?utm_source=docs.lib.purdue.edu%2Fcasden%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/479?utm_source=docs.lib.purdue.edu%2Fcasden%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/casden/3?utm_source=docs.lib.purdue.edu%2Fcasden%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages




 A Cultural History of 
Jews in California

The Jewish Role in American Life

An Annual Review



 



 A Cultural History of 
Jews in California

The Jewish Role in American Life

An Annual Review

Volume 7

Bruce Zuckerman, Editor
William Deverell, Guest Editor

Lisa Ansell, Associate Editor

Published by the Purdue University Press for
the USC Casden Institute for the Study of the
Jewish Role in American Life



© 2009 by the
University of Southern California 
Casden Institute for the 
Study of the Jewish Role in American Life.
All rights reserved.

Production Editor, Marilyn Lundberg

Cover photo:
Isaias Hellman in San Francisco, c. 1890s.
Photographer unknown. Collection of Christiane de Bord. 

ISBN 978-1-55753-564-1
ISSN 1934-7529

Published by Purdue University Press 
West Lafayette, Indiana
www.thepress.purdue.edu   
pupress@purdue.edu

Printed in the United States of America.

For subscription information,
call 1-800-247-6553

http://www.thepress.purdue.edu
mailto:pupress@purdue.edu


 

Contents

FOREWORD vii

EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION xi

Frances Dinkelspiel 1
Isaias Hellman and the Creation of California 

Karen S. Wilson  25
A Twice-Told Journey: Sarah Newmark in the 
Russian Polish Shtetl—How a Jewish California 
Matron Confronted Her European Heritage

Gladys Sturman and David Epstein 47
Postscript: The Western States Jewish History Archives

Shana Bernstein 55
From Civic Defense to Civil Rights: The Growth  
of Jewish American Interracial Civil Rights  
Activism in Los Angeles

Gina Nahai 81
The Third Temple: Iranian Jews and the 
Blessings of Exile—A Personal Memoir

Marsha Kinder 95
Jewish Homegrown History: In the Golden 
State and Beyond

ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS 125

ABOUT THE USC CASDEN INSTITUTE 127





vii

 

Foreword

Beginning with our previous volume of the Casden Annual Review (Volume 6), 
the annual publication of the Casden Institute for the Study of the Jewish Role 
in American Life, the editors decided to focus on a single topic and to present 
articles that largely consider aspects of that topic alone. That volume, subtitled, 
The Impact of the Holocaust in America, was very well received and gave us the 
opportunity to explore an area of Shoah-studies that had not been well em-
phasized previously. With this volume (Volume 7), we continue this policy of 
focusing on a single topic, but in this case the topic we have turned to is, quite 
literally, closer to home: the Jewish role in California life. 

There are two aspects of this volume that merit special notice. First, the 
aim of the collection of essays and studies in this volume is intended to stress 
the cultural aspects of the Jewish experience of coming to and living in the 
Golden State. We cannot hope to present in this limited venue a comprehensive 
and detailed history of how Jews came to live in California, per se. Rather, it is 
our more limited goal to consider a number of insightful perspectives on how 
the Jews, who settled in California, helped shape the Golden State’s culture 
and were, in turn, themselves molded by cultural influences that were unique-
ly Californian. Second, while this volume looks at the Jewish experience in 
California in general—nonetheless, particular emphasis is placed on Southern 
California. Both these concerns, of course, are natural ones for the Casden 
Institute to consider. First of all, the focus on California simply follows—al-
though in more geographical detail—the overall mandate of the Casden 
Institute, to consider the special part that Jews have played in the culture of 
their adopted homeland. Moreover, it seems entirely appropriate that an insti-
tute that resides at the University of Southern California should look out at the 
Jewish role in this special state as seen from the perspective of this even more 
special, local neighborhood. After all, Jews played (and continue to play) a no-
table role in building and defining what Southern California is and, beyond 
this, what we imagine it to be. We firmly believe that there is something special 
about the Jewish role in California and even more so in Southern California—
that here on the lower left-coast Jews have had an Americanization experience 
that is significantly different from that which Jews have experienced elsewhere 
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in the USA. Conversely, Southern California would be quite a different place 
without the Jews who made it their home. 

We begin our cultural history at a crucial moment in California histo-
ry, the mid-nineteenth century in the after-glow of the California Gold Rush, 
where we encounter a European Jewish emigrant, fresh off the boat, who could 
(and did) get a chance to make a fortune in the pueblo of Los Angeles and, 
in doing so, helped define what California is. We conclude it with a personal 
meditation from one of the latest group of refugees to come to the west, the 
Iranian Jews who were forced out of their ancient homeland some thirty years 
ago and who found in Southern California a particularly hospitable (yet no less 
difficult) place to transplant their cultural roots. In between, we are treated to a 
few choice snapshots of how life developed and changed for Jews in California 
as California itself evolved and grew. But if this volume proves one thing for 
sure, it is this: that we have only just begun to scratch the surface of a rich but 
largely unknown cultural resource. At best, this volume can only give us a hint 
of what we have yet to learn.  

The impetus for this Annual Review came in no small part from a grant 
that the Casden Institute gave to my professorial colleagues at USC, William 
Deverell and Marsha Kinder, who needed a little funding to facilitate their bring-
ing together in an orderly and academic fashion some of the primary source 
material on the Jews who settled in California and especially the southern part 
of the state. One product of this highly successful research effort was a desire on 
their part to pull this volume together to serve as a showcase of what they and 
their colleagues have learned and what research opportunities they continue to 
pursue. Prof. Kinder, in an article at the conclusion of this volume, in particular, 
outlines an ambitious plan to develop a Jewish “homegrown history” that begins 
in California but intends to span the entire country. Prof. Deverell has taken on 
the special responsibilities of serving as guest editor for this volume, and he has 
managed this important task with great professionalism. I am particularly grate-
ful to him for all the many hours of effort he has invested in making this volume 
something we are all quite proud of. I also wish to thank Associate Director of the 
Casden Institute, Lisa Ansell who, as Associate Editor of this volume, has done 
so many little things (and quite a few big things too!) to make this volume better 
and the Casden Institute better. My longtime associate Marilyn J. Lundberg, pro-
duction editor for this volume, has brought everything together with her usual, 
awesome efficiency. Both Lisa and Marilyn not only made this volume possible, 
but each of them has invested considerable effort into keeping my life from be-
coming impossible.  
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Special thanks also goes to Howard Gillman, the Dean of the College 
of Letters Arts & Sciences and C. L. Max Nikias, Provost, for their continuing 
vision for the Casden Institute as an integral and vibrant part of USC. Susan 
Wilcox, Associate Dean for College Advancement continues to be my wisest 
of wise counselors. As of this writing, we have just learned that the longtime 
President of USC, Steven B. Sample, will be retiring in 2010. President Sample’s 
support and enthusiasm for all aspects of research relevant to Jewish studies on 
our campus—from ancient times to modern times—has been a key factor to 
the advancement of the field at our university. As is the case for so many aca-
demic elements that make USC the great center of learning that it is ever be-
coming, the Casden Institute owes an enduring debt of gratitude to President 
Sample.  

I reserve a final word for a few special people, who in many ways are the 
embodiment of what this volume of the Casden Annual Review is all about: 
Ruth Ziegler, Carmen Warschaw, Kenneth Leventhal, Stanley Gold and Alan 
Casden. Each one of them has been a major force at USC and in Southern 
California, not only for the advancement of Jewish Studies and the Casden 
Institute, but for the pursuit and advancement of excellence in our region and, 
indeed, in the world. We are all very fortunate that they, too, along with their 
families and loved ones, found their way to Southern California where they 
could build a life that is both distinctly Jewish and distinctly Californian. 

It is insightful to note that I have always been asked by Alan Casden 
to use my full title—not just Director of the Casden Institute, but Myron and 
Marion Casden Director. Myron and Marion are Alan Casden’s parents, and it 
is clear that he sees the pursuits of the Casden Institute as being a special hom-
age to them—his way of acknowledging how much he owes his success to their 
efforts as Jews and Americans, to find a productive role in our country. Alan 
Casden’s personal story is, in microcosm, a reflection of the greater story of 
the Jewish contribution to America (and especially to Southern California)—a 
story that in macrocosm merits the kind of academic recognition and careful 
study that this volume intends to represent. It therefore seems all the more ap-
propriate to dedicate this volume to Alan Casden and his parents Myron and 
Marion Casden, whose role in the life of Southern California, America and 
the world is something for which those of us who were born and raised in Los 
Angeles can be most grateful. 

Bruce Zuckerman, Myron and Marian Casden Director 
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Editorial Introduction
by William Deverell

Working on this volume of the Casden Annual Review has been a distinct 
pleasure. I’ve been able to renew friendships with a number of talented se-
nior and junior scholars, and I’ve learned a great deal about an especially vi-
brant subfield of American and western American history. I am grateful to 
my colleagues Bruce Zuckerman, Myron and Marion Casden Director of the 
Casden Institute at USC, and Lisa Ansell, Associate Director of the Casden 
Institute, for the invitation to draw together these diverse essays on the subject 
of Jewish California. I’m especially grateful to my colleague Marsha Kinder; 
it was Marsha who first approached me several years ago to inquire whether 
I would care to become a partner on an intriguing multimedia and scholarly 
investigation of Jewish life and history in California and the far West. Having 
but a passing knowledge of this topic, and knowing of its importance to my 
field of interest (the American West generally), I was only too happy to be-
come involved in the “Homegrown Jewish History” project which Marsha and 
Rosemary Comella have so expertly directed and put together. This project will 
be presented in detail Marsha’s contribution to this volume.

Along the way, I’ve had the good fortune of working closely not only with 
my USC friends and colleagues, but with others as well. Frances Dinkelspiel, 
an old friend from long ago college days, contacted me several years ago so 
that we might talk about nineteenth-century California, especially as it related 
to her extraordinarily important great, great-grandfather, Isaias W. Hellman. 
After several years of diligent, careful research, Frances produced a superb bi-
ography of Hellman, a man whose own career and rise to banking and financial 
prominence is intricately interwoven with the state of California’s own matura-
tion and development. I’m pleased to have convinced Frances to contribute an 
essay to this volume drawn from her wonderful book. 

Through my budding interest in Jewish California, I quickly encoun-
tered UCLA graduate student Karen Wilson, a doctoral candidate at work on 
a dissertation exploring the nineteenth-century Jewish history of Los Angeles. 
Talented, diligent, and extremely knowledgeable about her subject of interest, 
Karen has contributed two pieces to this Casden Annual; one is an examination 
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of the continuing ties which pioneering Jews of California maintained with 
Europe in the turn-of-the-century period, a theme Karen develops more fully 
in her doctoral work. The other is a fine annotation of an important diary from 
the same period (and same family), a document now housed in the Huntington 
Library’s collections.

That this document which Karen worked on has found a home in the 
Huntington is not simply a case of good archival luck. On the contrary, thanks 
to the deep devotion of Gladys Sturman and David Epstein to the history of 
Jews of the West, we are all the beneficiaries of decades and decades of col-
lecting efforts. David and Gladys are the archival heirs to the important work 
of Rabbi William Kramer and Dr. Norton B. Stern; in their postscript essay to 
this volume, Sturman and Epstein sketch out the history of the Western States 
Jewish History collections which they have so carefully superintended (and 
organized and studied). Thanks to their real appreciation of the importance of 
these archives, the materials have been and are being transferred to research 
institutions across greater Los Angeles where they can be drawn more broadly 
into scholarly work and scholarly curiosity.

Lastly, pulling together this volume allowed me to (finally) get the 
chance to publish something from the work of talented young American his-
torian Shana Bernstein. Her essay in this volume, about Jews and civil rights in 
Cold War California, is drawn from her important new book on the topic. She 
reminds us that the Jewish history of the far West is inextricably tied to issues 
of racial accommodation and fights for racial equity.

There is also a fine contribution by the talented novelist Gina Nahai, in 
which she chronicles in a highly personal manner her journey as an Iranian Jew 
to Southern California and through it a sense of what this experience meant 
and continues to mean for these newest Jewish immigrants to the southwest.

Taken together, these essays and contributions—themselves but the 
tip of a growing iceberg of inquiry—provide tantalizing hints of the body of 
sources “out there” awaiting scholarly questions and scholarly efforts. Thanks 
to the work of the contributors to this volume and others, we know quite a bit 
about the Jewish history of California and the West. But there is so much more 
to know.



1

Isaias Hellman and the  
Creation of California

Frances Dinkelspiel

                                                n a spring evening in 1886, Harrison Gray Otis, a forty-nine  
                                  year old Civil War veteran who was one of the co-owners of  Othe Los Angeles Daily Times, made a courtesy call on Isaias 
Hellman, the president of Los Angeles’ largest bank. Hellman was at home in his 
thirteen-room Italianate mansion that evening, not at his office at the Farmers 
and Merchants Bank, so Otis made his way to the corner of Fourth and Main 
Streets. The neighborhood, just three-quarters of mile southeast of the Plaza, 
had been one of Los Angeles’ best since 1865, when former Governor John 
Downey and his wife Maria built the first brick mansion in the area. Hellman 
had constructed his own ornate home nearby in 1877, and the two-story house 
with large windows, a mansard roof, a wraparound porch, and walls frescoed 
with painted scenes of Germany, the Mississippi delta and the Arroyo Seco, 
was considered one of the nicest in the city (Los Angeles Star, Sept. 13, 1877).

The two men settled into Hellman’s parlor. At forty-three, Hellman was 
a serious-looking man with a receding hairline, dark Van Dyke beard and 
large brown eyes that peered from behind gold rimmed glasses. As one of Los 
Angeles’ richest men, he deferred to no one, and while this gave him a solemn 
air, it did not mean he was not curious to hear why his guest had called. Otis, 
on the other hand, with his white hair, bushy beard and Colonel’s title, still had 
not fulfilled his dreams of journalistic glory and business success. He knew that 
this conversation with Hellman might set his future’s course. 

The two had little in common. Hellman, a cautious businessman, was 
a Jewish immigrant from Germany who had lived in Los Angeles for twenty-
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seven years. Otis had been born in Marion, Ohio to an abolitionist father 
and had lived an itinerant life, fighting for the Union Army under William 
McKinley, training as a printer in Kentucky and Washington, DC and only 
coming to Los Angeles in 1882 to take over as editor of the Los Angeles Daily 
Times. The paper was just eight months old at that point, but Otis had quickly 
seen its possibilities and within a brief period had gained control of half of the 
paper’s assets.

Now Otis had a problem. He and his partner, Henry Harrison Boyce, 
were not getting along. Their disagreements about how to run the paper threat-
ened to undo the business they had created. Boyce wanted to buy out Otis or 
sell his shares in the paper, and had set a tight deadline for a decision. But price 
was an issue. Boyce wanted the princely sum of $18,000. It was money that Otis 
did not have.

It had not been easy to turn a profit in the news business. Los Angeles 
was crowded with newspapers, each competing for a small segment of the 
town’s approximately 20,000 residents. In addition to the Times, there was the 
Daily Herald, the Evening Express, and a smattering of smaller papers.

Yet there were signs that business was improving and Otis was deter-
mined to retain his association with the Times. During the last few years Los 
Angeles had been growing at a rapid rate. The Santa Fe Railroad had completed 
its transcontinental line the year before, giving the Southern Pacific Railroad 
its first competition since arriving in Los Angeles ten years earlier. The ensuing 
rate war was luring thousands of visitors a month, and many of them decided 
to stay permanently after they enjoyed the region’s mild weather. The city’s 
population had jumped from 11,000 to 20,000 in just the past six years.1 Land 
sales had picked up considerably in the first few months of 1886 as realty and 
land companies set up for business. And the best place to advertise those plots 
of land? The newspapers, of course. 

Hellman listened to Otis’s story and realized that he and the newspaper 
man shared at least one thing in common: a belief in the future of Los Angeles. 
By the end of the evening Hellman had offered to loan Otis the full $18,000. 
It was a gesture of faith, and one that Otis would remember the rest of his life.

 “I have never forgotten the pregnant interview which I had with you, in 
your own parlor, about March 1886, when the problem to be resolved was how 
to get full control of the paper and rescue it from impending ruin by a pre-
tender and a scoundrel,” Otis wrote Hellman years later. “Then it was that you 
said that wise thing, that it would be of no avail, in the long run, for you to help 
me unless that help was made sufficient to enable me to get control and tread 



Isaias Hellman and the Creation of California 3

the deck of the ship as its sure enough commander. That aid you rendered and 
then and there was the problem solved, the battle won. For all of which, believe 
me, I am your friend” (Otis, Letter to Hellman).

Hellman’s loan let Otis acquire full ownership of the paper. Otis went on 
to become wealthy and to gain unprecedented influence in southern California. 
Over time, the Los Angeles Times became the most significant paper in the re-
gion. And when Otis needed additional capital to construct his new Times 
building, he turned to Hellman’s Farmers and Merchants Bank for the funds.

The loan to Otis was only one of thousands Hellman made during his 
career as a banker, but it deftly illustrates how his financial acumen played a 
critical role in the growth of Los Angeles. Hellman had an uncanny ability to 
figure out which businesses might succeed and which businessmen to back. 
These instincts led him to take chances on companies that other banks would 
not touch—and were instrumental to the development of the state’s economy. 
His judgment and access to capital transformed Hellman into the most influ-
ential financier on the Pacific Coast during the latter part of the nineteenth 
century and the early part of the twentieth century. 

The period after the Civil War witnessed one of the largest economic 
expansions in US history. The chaotic markets and industrial boom of the era 
created a new class of capitalist, men who accumulated gargantuan fortunes 
in a relatively short time span. Men like Jacob Schiff and J. P. Morgan forged 
financial dynasties and networks that were in some ways more powerful than 
the central government. As the age of the independent financier evolved into 
the age of the corporation, those nineteenth-century titans helped lead the 
United States from being an agrarian-based economy to become an industrial 
dynamo.

Bankers in California were too far from the financial centers of New 
York, London, and Paris to equal the significance of their East Coast coun-
terparts, but they were instrumental in helping transform California from an 
isolated outpost where capital was measured in animal hides and gold nuggets 
into an economic powerhouse driven by mining and agriculture interests.

In a time of unsophisticated financial markets, when banks minted their 
own money, bankers like Hellman were the men who smoothed over the rough 
edges of the economy. They offered credit, invested in companies, and issued 
instruments of debt. During financial panics—which happened roughly every 
ten years in the nineteenth century—Hellman and his fellow bankers provided 
an essential stability.

No banker was more critical to the growth of California than Isaias 
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Hellman. By the time of his death in 1920, he was president of Wells Fargo Bank 
and served as president or director of seventeen other banks.2 He was a major 
investor and promoter of at least eight industries that shaped California—
banking, transportation, education, land development, water, electricity, oil, 
and wine—lending money to jump start many of those industries.

“No one man in California has left an impress upon the financial affairs 
of the state in so many different communities and in such an unquestioned 
manner as I. W. Hellman,” Ira Cross wrote in his four-volume Financing an 
Empire: History of Banking in California (539).

*****

Hellman first spotted the shores of Southern California from the deck of a 
steamer coming from San Francisco. It was May 14, 1859 and the port of San 
Pedro was nothing more than a collection of barracks scattered among the 
marshes on the shoreline. The water was so shallow that ocean-going ships 
could not dock, so Hellman, aged sixteen, and his traveling companion, his 
brother, Herman, fifteen, boarded a lighter to carry them to shore.

Los Angeles had only been part of the United States for nine years at that 
point, and it was a town in transition, a place slowly evolving from Mexican 
to American rule. While the Gold Rush had brought thousands of people to 
Northern California, transforming San Francisco almost overnight into a bus-
tling city, Southern California was still a frontier community on the edge of the 
continent, difficult to get to and almost completely isolated. 

Only 4,400 people lived in the town, with another 11,000 in the sur-
rounding counties. There was no regularly scheduled stage coach from San 
Francisco or Salt Lake City, and steamers stopped at the port only a few times 
a month. There was no telegraph connection to San Francisco; news often took 
two weeks or more to reach the area. Both of the town’s newspapers, the Los 
Angeles Star and El Clamor Publico, published articles in Spanish, although the 
Star also had an English edition. Most residents were illiterate. Spanish was the 
most widely spoken language, followed by French and then English. A self-
selected volunteer group called the Rangers acted as a police force, and they 
answered to their own authority. 

Hellman and his brother had left Reckendorf, a small town in Bavaria, 
to escape Germany’s stringent restrictions on where Jews could live and what 
professions they could join. The Hellman brothers were part of a massive 
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migration from central Europe that would triple the US Jewish population 
from 50,000 in 1850 to 150,000 by 1860. While most of those Jews would settle 
on the East Coast, a small number were lured to California by the promise of 
gold. By 1860, there were about 10,000 Jews living in California, with 5,000 
settled in San Francisco and the rest scattered around the state (Benjamin 233).

Quite a number of Hellmans had found their way to Los Angeles, in-
cluding Isaias Hellman’s maternal uncle and four first cousins. No records re-
main that indicate why members of the family settled in southern California, 
but they may have had some acquaintance with Phillip Sichel, one of the eight 
Jewish men recorded in the 1850 census.3 Hellman went to work as a clerk at 
Hellman & Brothers, a dry goods store on Mellus’ Row owned by his cousins 
Isaiah M. and Samuel M. Hellman. In his early days, before he had mastered 
English, Hellman drove a wagon of goods around to the ranchos in the sur-
rounding countryside (Mesmer 199). Within a short time, however, he was 
working behind the counter and offering advice to his cousins, an early indica-
tor of his growing business savvy. “I. W. Hellman immediately showed much 
ability and greatly improved his cousin’s business,” Harris Newmark wrote in 
his memoirs (Newmark 248).

Hellman joined a small but cohesive Jewish community, but he also trav-
eled easily among Yankees and the Californios, as those born in California 
when it was part of Mexico were known. From the start of the American era, 
Los Angeles was accommodating to its Jewish residents. While cities on the 
East Coast had a clearly delineated social hierarchy, California was still a 
state in transition, more interested in setting up city councils and police de-
partments than excluding entire classes of citizens. Jews were part of the Los 
Angeles city fabric from its inception. Morris L. Goodman was elected to the 
first City Council in 1850, and Arnold Jacobi was elected in 1853 (Vorspan 
and Gartner 17). Another Jew, Maurice Kremer, was elected County Treasurer 
in 1859 (Vorspan and Gartner 18). Hellman’s cousin, Isaiah M. Hellman, won 
the post of city treasurer in 1876 (Los Angeles Daily Republican Dec. 4, 1876: 
2). Hellman and other Jews joined Masonic orders that were comprised of 
both Jews and Gentiles (Vorspan and Gartner 22). Hellman learned Spanish 
from the rector Francisco Mora (Engh 158), who would go on to serve as the 
Catholic Bishop of the Monterey-Los Angeles region (Dinkelspiel 30).

When Hellman arrived in 1859, he practiced a traditional form of 
Judaism, but that changed as he became more Americanized.4 He was an 
early member of Congregation B’nai B’rith and served as president when the 
group erected the city’s first synagogue in 1872 (“Hebrew Synagogue”). His 
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wife, Esther Hellman, was a member of the Ladies Hebrew Benevolent Society 
(Dinkelspiel 59) and his son Marco was bar mitzvah in 1884 (“The Bar Mitzvah 
of a Banker’s Son”). 

After working for his cousin for five years, Hellman set out on his own. 
In 1865, he bought a store on the southeast corner of Main and Commercial 
streets from Adolph Portugal, a Jewish merchant who was heading back to 
Europe (“Dry Goods”). Hellman sold clothes, hats and ribbons, and took fre-
quent trips to San Francisco to find reasonably priced goods (“Dry Goods & 
Clothing Emporium”). In a concession to his new land, Hellman kept his store 
open on Saturdays, the Jewish Sabbath (Dinkelspiel 61). 

As a service to customers, Hellman installed a $160 Tilden and 
McFarland safe in the back of his shop and offered to store gold and valuables 
(Ledger 1865). Banks were illegal in California at that time, so people often 
kept their money in the safes of trusted merchants (Dinkelspiel 42).

Hellman made informal bank transactions until he had a run-in with a 
bleary-eyed Irishman who had wandered in and out of his store over a week’s 
time, always gloriously drunk and eager to take money out of his gold pouch. 
When the Irishman sobered up, he returned to Hellman’s store and was furious 
to find that there was no money left. At first he accused Hellman of stealing the 
funds, but was convinced by a friend that no thievery had occurred. “What is 
to prevent one of those fellows from cracking me over the head, sticking a knife 
in my ribs, or shooting me?” Hellman recalled later in an interview (Cross 
546). Nothing, he realized.

After nearly getting punched, Hellman changed the way he did business. 
Instead of storing a customer’s gold, Hellman decided he would only buy it 
outright, deposit it in his safe, and give the customer a passbook to keep tracks 
of deposits and withdrawals. He asked a typesetter to print slips that said “I. W. 
Hellman, Banker.”5 It was the start of banking in Los Angeles.6

In 1868, Hellman joined forces with two Los Angeles pioneers to open 
a formal bank (“New Banking Enterprise”). They were William Workman and 
F. P. F. Temple, both part of the group of American settlers who had came to 
California when it belonged to Mexico and had married women with ties to the 
elite Californio class. It was an astute choice, for Workman and Temple were 
highly regarded in Los Angeles and provided an imprimatur of respectability 
on the bank and its twenty-six year old cashier. For the rest of his life, Hellman 
would forge partnerships with men more powerful than himself, both Jewish 
and Gentile.7 

Hellman, Temple and Co. opened just a few months after former 
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California Governor John Downey had started a bank in partnership with 
James Hayward, son of a successful miner. By 1871, Hellman and Downey 
had dissolved their previous partnerships and had gone into business together 
(Dinkelspiel 70). They recruited twenty-three other prominent businessmen 
to sit on a board and opened the Farmers and Merchants Bank in April 1871 
in a building on Main Street right next to the Bella Union Hotel. The group 
of men who founded and capitalized the bank were some of the wealthiest 
and most prominent in the city (Cleland and Putnam 19–24), and included 
Hellman’s brother, Herman, who owned a large dry goods store, his cousin, 
Isaiah M. Hellman, a merchant, Ozro Childs, a wealthy horticulturist, James 
F. Burns, county sheriff, Matthew Keller, a vintner and landowner, Cameron 
Thom, the district attorney and future mayor, William Perry, a lumberman and 
president of the gas company, Jose Mascarel, a merchant, Domingo Amestoy, a 
livestock owner, and more. They were Jewish and Gentile. Only one group was 
noticeably missing: representatives from the old Californio elite. The absence 
reflected the sad reality that the group that once dominated California no lon-
ger commanded much power.

The creation of the Farmers and Merchants Bank, with a capitalization of 
$500,000 (Cleland and Putnam 25), proved critical to the development of Los 
Angeles. For the previous two decades money had only been available to bor-
row at very high interest rates, sometimes reaching as high as fifteen percent a 
month (Cleland and Putnam 17). Many Californios had lost their land because 
of these confiscatory interest rates. (Downey, in fact, was a beneficiary of the 
region’s tight money supply. In one poignant example, in 1852 Downey lent 
$5,000 to Lemuel Carpenter who put up his 17,000 acre Rancho San Gertrudes 
as collateral. By 1859, compounded interest had increased the debt to $100,000 
and a despairing Carpenter committed suicide. Downey then purchased the 
ranch at a sheriff ’s sale [Dinkelspiel 67]) The Farmers and Merchants Bank was 
able to make loans at one to one-and-a-half to two percent a month, the same 
rate offered by banks in San Francisco.

As new settlers streamed into the region, many of them veterans of the 
Civil War, they could turn to the Farmers and Merchants Bank for funds to 
buy farms and plant crops. The 1870s were a time of experimentation in Los 
Angeles, when men and merchants were still trying to figure out the crops and 
businesses that would flourish in the region. Just a few years earlier, California 
and its temperate climate seemed an ideal place to raise silkworms (“Mulberry 
Trees and Cuttings”). Aspiring farmers planted thousands of mulberry trees 
and imported silkworms from China, in part to capture subsidies offered by 
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the state Legislature. The fad faded as quickly as it started (“Silk Culture in 
California”; “Silk Culture”). Farmers then turned their attention to growing 
wheat, barley, walnuts, and Mission grapes, which were used to make wine. A 
number of growers tried raising oranges, and the number of fruit and nut trees 
planted in the region tripled in just a few years. One inventive farmer even 
managed to raise pineapples (History of Los Angeles County 60–66). 

Two brothers, Otto J. and Oswald F. Zahn, capitalized on the growing 
travel between Los Angeles and Catalina Island, located twenty-two miles off-
shore. The construction of a railroad in 1869 from Los Angeles to San Pedro 
made getting to Catalina Island much easier and hearty adventurers would 
camp out and swim in the blue waters. But once on the island, they were cut off. 
The Zahns filled a void with the Catalina Pigeon Messengers, a flock of homing 
pigeons that carried news between the island and the towns on the mainland. 
It was cause for celebration when the Zahns’ prized pigeon, Blue Jim, flew the 
channel in only fifty minutes (Newmark 430).

As the region prospered, Hellman made his own business investments, 
and he soon saw his fortune grow. He invested heavily in city utilities8 and 
was soon a major stockholder in the privately-run gas and water companies.9 
He invested in one of the city’s first trolley lines10 and by the mid-1880s was 
Los Angeles’ dominant trolley magnate.11 He also helped form some other 
banks, most notably the Security Savings Bank and Trust Company and the 
Los Angeles Savings Bank (“Loan and Trust” 2; Dinkelspiel 117).12

Land formed the basis for much of Hellman’s fortune.13 He bought his 
first parcel in 1863 and kept buying steadily until he became one of the region’s 
largest landholders and the city’s largest taxpayer. (The Los Angeles Express re-
ported on Dec. 29, 1886 that Isaias paid the most taxes of any man in Los 
Angeles—more than $14,000.) He built business blocks around the city, in-
cluding one on the site of his original dry goods store. Hellman bought large 
chunks of Rancho San Pedro in the 1860s (Isaias W. Hellman vs. Henry N. 
Alexander, case no. 1895). In 1871, the Farmers and Merchants Bank fore-
closed on the 13,000 acre Rancho Cucamonga in what his now San Bernardino 
County. The bank sold a third of the property to a San Francisco syndicate, and 
Hellman, John Downey, and his cousin Isaiah M. Hellman bought the bulk of 
the rancho. They spun off another third to develop, and planted wheat, wine, 
barley and raisins on the rest. Over the next decade, Hellman would acquire 
a third-interest in the vast Rancho Alamitos near Long Beach, and a portion 
of the Repetto Ranch south of Alhambra, among other lands. He also owned 
much of the area known as Boyle Heights (Dinkelspiel 50).
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Hellman most actively invested in land with Downey and the pioneer 
horticulturist Ozro Childs. In 1876, the trio had bought thousands of acres in 
the southwest section of Los Angeles, in an area covered with grassy fields and 
little else. Intending to subdivide the land, they took out an ad that ran an en-
tire column length in the Sept. 17, 1877 edition of Los Angeles Herald, dwarfing 
other real estate notices:

Lots for sale! Offers the best opportunity for delightful homesteads of 
any that has ever been offered for sale to the public. The whole tract 
is level. The soil is excellent. This is really the West end of our beau-
tiful city, with the benefit of FRESH, PURE BREEZES FROM THE 
OCEAN, uncontaminated by gas or sewer effluvia.

Despite the hyperbole, the land was not easy to sell, as it was about three miles 
from the Plaza, then the center of Los Angeles. There was a trolley line (start-
ed by the partners) running through the property, and Agricultural Park, the 
racetrack, was nearby, but the $300 parcels were not selling briskly. Part of the 
problem was oversupply; by the late 1870s there was a miniature boom in the 
region. Almost every businessman in Los Angeles, it seemed, was in the real 
estate business. 

When Robert Widney announced in May 1879 that the Methodists were 
looking for land on which to put a new university, Hellman and his partners 
jumped. They knew that having a school nearby would make West Los Angeles 
an attractive place to settle, and that it would spawn new houses and farms. 
Other large landowners felt similarly and soon Widney had multiple offers of 
land (Lifton and Moore 5).

To make their offer more attractive, Isaias, Downey, and Childs proposed 
to extend their trolley line, the Main Street and Agricultural Park Railway, di-
rectly onto the new campus. That enticement may have made the difference 
because in July 1879 Widney accepted their offer of 308 lots of land, about 110 
acres (Map of West Los Angeles). The bulk would be sold off to form an endow-
ment for the new university, named the “University of Southern California,” 
and the rest would be used for the school. The donation instantly catapulted 
Hellman, Downey and Childs into the group of men regarded as founders of 
the university, a position recognized to this day (Los Angeles Herald Sept. 5, 
1880). Hellman’s contribution to USC captured the attention of California 
Governor George Perkins, who appointed Hellman to the Board of Regents 
of the University of California in 1881. Hellman would sit as a Regent for 
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thirty-seven years, serving much of that time on the board’s powerful finance 
committee.

As president of the Farmers and Merchants Bank, Hellman was in a 
perfect position to learn about business deals. While the bank mostly carried 
mortgages, in the 1880s it directed an increasing amount of money into prom-
ising industries. Before lending funds, Isaias tried to determine whether a busi-
ness would help the region’s economy grow. If it could, he was more inclined 
to fund it, for he thought the positive effects of the loan would have a ripple 
effect. If he thought the proposal didn’t have a chance, he would turn it down. 
For example, when Henry Wilshire asked the Farmers and Merchants Bank in 
November 1895 for a loan to buy thirty-five acres for his eponymous boule-
vard, the bank refused him (Wilshire, Letter to Farmers and Merchants Bank). 

Hellman also put money into a few risky ventures—but only when he de-
cided that the men behind the enterprise were trustworthy. In the mid-1880s, 
Los Angeles, like much of America, was oil crazy. America had been obsessed 
by oil since 1859, when Colonel Edwin Drake discovered rock oil while drilling 
a well in Titusville, Pennsylvania. The automobile had not been invented yet, 
but an increasingly industrialized America still needed oil for lamps and heat-
ing, and its byproduct, gas, for illumination.

Residents of the Los Angeles region had been using oil products from 
the time of the earliest settlers. The region was dotted with “brea,” a sticky 
tar-like substance that Native Americans had used to waterproof baskets and 
Californios had used to tar their roofs. In 1855, Andres Pico started to exca-
vate the asphalt that lay in pools of oil on his large Rancho San Fernando. His 
discovery promoted other businessmen to start exploring, and within a few 
years there was a mini-oil boom. Hellman’s partner, Downey, Phineas Banning, 
and B. D. Wilson founded the Pioneer Oil Co., one of the earliest companies 
formed to explore for oil. Despite spending hundreds of thousands of dollars 
to drill wells, the Pioneer Oil Company never found a rich strike and went out 
of business.

By 1887, there were only four companies exploring for oil in southern 
California (“Oil and Gas Yielding Formations of California”). One was the 
Hardison & Stewart Oil Company, founded in 1883 by Lyman Stewart and 
Wallace Hardison, who had worked together successfully in Pennsylvania. 
They had moved their operations to Los Angeles and spent four years traipsing 
around the region, digging hole after hole in a fruitless search for oil. They bor-
rowed all they could and soon found themselves broke and $183,000 in debt, 
with no oil in sight. 



Isaias Hellman and the Creation of California 11

The men went to see Hellman. “We didn’t know what to do or where 
to turn,” said Stewart. “We owed IWH all that we dared to owe him. But we 
saw him and told him that the Hardison & Stewart Co. needed $20,000. Mr. 
Hellman was in ill health and was preparing for a six-month trip abroad. He 
was calling in all loans. I told him how we were situated and how badly we 
needed the money. He replied, ‘There are millionaires in this town that I won’t 
lend another dollar to because they are doing nothing to benefit the commu-
nity, but you are doing something to develop the resources of the county. Let 
me see your statement’. That made us tremble. We were then at the high water 
mark of our liabilities and our statement showed we owed one hundred and 
eighty-three thousand dollars. Mr. Hellman looked at the statement and said, 
‘Draw your checks for ten thousand more, and I will order them paid’. He did 
not ask for any collateral” (Pacific Petroleum Record ).

The men discovered oil. Their company was eventually known as Unocal.

*****

Hellman’s history repeated itself in 1893 with Edward Doheney and Charles 
Canfield. The two men were veteran miners and explorers when they first met 
in New Mexico. Canfield moved to Los Angeles in the mid-1880s and made 
and lost a fortune, buying and selling real estate during the boom. Doheny 
had followed his friend to Los Angeles in hopes of getting rich but soon found 
himself living in a rundown boarding house on Sixth and Figueroa Streets with 
his wife and sickly seven-year old daughter, out of funds and out of ideas. Then 
one day he noticed a wagon rolling past his hotel, its back heaped with black 
pitch. Doheny asked the driver what it was and where it came from and soon 
was rushing towards Westlake Park. He found a hole oozing with a tarry sub-
stance. He picked it up. He smelled it and noticed it had a sweet odor. He asked 
a nearby worker what the brea could be used for, and learned that it could be 
burned for fuel (Davis).

Doheny had been a miner and prospector for twenty years at that point, 
and he realized there might be a business in collecting and selling the brea. 
Los Angeles was fueled by coal, which was expensive at twenty dollars a ton. 
Doheny thought there might be a market for a lower-priced heating and light 
source.

But where would Doheny get the money to acquire land? Canfield was 
broke, his last fortune having evaporated in a downturn in the real estate 
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market. Nonetheless, Doheny managed to convince him to set up a partner-
ship. Canfield went to see Hellman and asked to borrow $500. He had no mon-
ey, no prospects, just the idea that there must be reserves of oil lurking below 
the city. No bank would lend to him, but Hellman saw something he liked in 
Canfield, a determination that would not quit. Isaias lent Canfield the money. 
A short time later, using a drill attached to a makeshift, twenty-foot tall derrick 
constructed out of four by fours, Doheny and Canfield penetrated a hard out-
cropping of rock two hundred feet into the ground. When the metal bit broke 
through the strata, it uncovered a pool of dark, viscous oil, the biggest strike 
ever uncovered in Los Angeles.

With Hellman’s help, the men created one of one of the state’s largest and 
most lucrative oil companies (Hellman, Letter to Whitney).

*****

By late 1889, Hellman was starting to feel restless in Los Angeles. The boom 
that swept the region from 1886 to 1888 had brought huge profits to the region, 
funds that made their way into the Farmers and Merchants bank and the other 
financial institutions with which Isaias was associated. After living in south-
ern California for thirty years, Hellman itched to expand, to become a bigger 
player in the world of finance. 

In 1890, Hellman left Los Angeles to take over the presidency of the 
Nevada Bank in San Francisco, a city that had 300,000 residents compared to 
Los Angeles’ 50,000. The Nevada Bank had been founded in 1875 by the four 
“Silver Kings,” John Mackay, James Flood, James Fair and William O’Brien and 
had at one time been capitalized at ten million dollars, the most of any finan-
cial institution in the country. But the bank had fallen on hard times after its 
cashier had tried unsuccessfully to corner the wheat market in 1887.

In 1890, Hellman raised $2.5 million in capital to take control of the 
bank. So many men clamored to buy the stock that he had to turn some away, 
an indication of Hellman’s growing reputation. “Millionaires stood in rows for 
hours waiting their chance to subscribe to the stock and men feeble from age 
were represented among them,” the Los Angeles Herald reported in 1890. “One 
of the best known businessmen, not only of San Francisco, but of the state, 
told the writer that he was recently present at a discussion concerning Mr. 
Hellman’s financial status in which he was held up as the wealthiest Hebrew 
in America with the total being placed at $40,000,000. One thing is certain, 
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however, and that is that his brief connection with the Nevada Bank has been 
signalized by the most remarkable occurrence ever noted in the financial an-
nals of California” (Undated newspaper article).

The new shareholders of the Nevada Bank were some of the most influ-
ential men in the country, including Meyer Lehman, Hellman’s brother-in-law 
and the head of Lehman Brothers in New York; Levi Strauss, the head of the 
clothing concern; and Antoine Borel, a Swiss banker and bond dealer. Hellman 
did not neglect his friends from Los Angeles. He sold stock to William Germain, 
the Los Angeles fruit grower, William Perry, the lumberman who now ran the 
Los Angeles City Water Company, and Abraham Haas, a partner with Herman 
Hellman in Hellman, Haas, and Co. Abraham Haas’s brother William, who ran 
Haas Brothers in San Francisco, also got shares. (The Hellmans and the Haases 
came from the same town in Germany and had grown up together.) Isaac Van 
Nuys and John Wolfskill also purchased stakes in the bank.

While many of the investors were Jewish, Hellman was careful to create 
a diverse board of directors. “I have selected an excellent board of directors 
all strong men, privately speaking seven Christians and including myself four 
Jews,” Hellman wrote to his brother-in-law in England. “I have done this to 
avoid the idea which exists with other banks here of making a Jewish bank or 
Catholic or any other institution. I want it to be a popular institution—I think 
it is so considered, if not I will endeavor my best to make it so” (Hellman, Letter 
to Newgass).

The news that Hellman was leaving Los Angeles to take over a San 
Francisco bank filled the pages of the papers around the state. Editors in Los 
Angeles wrote pieces questioning how Isaias’ move would impact the city. They 
soon suggested it would expand the flow of capital between the two cities. “No 
deleterious effect can come to Los Angeles from the proposed change,” said 
an editorial in the February 24, 1890 edition of the Los Angeles Herald. “Mr. 
Hellman, whose interests here are immense, will be at the head of a bank that 
will be from the moment he enters it the controlling influence on the finances 
of the Coast. It will be his pleasure and his interest both to aid in every legiti-
mate enterprise thought of in Los Angeles. He will have control of unlimited 
funds, and if any industry can show him it is one of merit, it may safely count 
on his encouragement.” 

Moving to San Francisco let Hellman expand into new financial markets. 
Hellman became friends with Collis Huntington, one of the founders of the 
Southern Pacific Railroad. Huntington apparently enjoyed discussing business 
matters with Isaias. He told John Mackay that Isaias was “one of the ablest 
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bankers” he knew. When Huntington came to San Francisco, he made a point 
of talking to Isaias. “I have been coming to see you almost every day since I 
came out, but everyday seems to bring business that holds me very closely to 
the corner of Fourth and Townsend Streets; not that I have any special business, 
only I wanted to come in and talk matters over generally with you,” Huntington 
wrote Isaias (Huntington, Letter to Hellman). 

Hellman and Huntington had first met in 1876 when Isaias was part of a 
group of businessmen lobbying to bring the Southern Pacific to Los Angeles. In 
the ensuing decades, the power of Southern Pacific had grown enormously, as 
it expanded its routes and control of freight rates throughout the state. Its po-
litical arm extended into numerous political campaigns and a growing chorus 
of critics had started to denounce the influence of the Southern Pacific.

The Southern Pacific was one of the Nevada Bank’s biggest customers, 
and Hellman soon began to make a market for the rail line’s bonds. During the 
early 1890s, he sold from ten to fifteen million dollars of the railroad’s bonds 
(Hellman, Letter to Speyer), as well as another ten million dollars in bonds for 
an SP subsidiary, the Market Street Railway (San Francisco Call). 

The issue of expanding the port of Los Angeles tested Hellman’s ability 
to juggle his loyalties between northern and southern California and not of-
fend any of his friends. The waters off the coast of San Pedro had never been 
deep enough to permit ocean-going vessels to dock near the shore, and Los 
Angeles’ business community looked to the federal government to build a mas-
sive breakwater. After two federal committees recommended that San Pedro 
be developed, Huntington threw a monkey-wrench into the process by pro-
claiming that Santa Monica would be the better port and should get the federal 
appropriation.14 By 1894, Southern Pacific had constructed a 4,300-foot wharf 
extending into the ocean at Santa Monica, and Huntington wanted to capitalize 
on his one million dollar investment.

The battle over the port would rage for years, pitting Huntington against 
a determined group of businessmen from Los Angeles, including the Chamber 
of Commerce and Harrison Gray Otis, who turned the pages of his Los Angeles 
Times into a forum for the Free Harbor Association. The businessmen favored 
San Pedro over Santa Monica because it was the city’s traditional port. They 
also feared that Southern Pacific was too firmly entrenched in Santa Monica 
and would use its position to jack up shipping rates. They did not want “Uncle 
Collis,” as the newspapers called him, to become even more dominant (“The 
Harbor Question”).

Isaias tried to tread a middle ground by endorsing the development of 
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both ports, thereby not antagonizing either Huntington or Otis. It was relative-
ly easy to maintain neutrality since he now lived in San Francisco. “If possible, 
why not have appropriations for both harbors?” Isaias wrote to Otis (Hellman, 
Letter to Otis). After Congress finally concluded that San Pedro was superior 
to Santa Monica, the Farmers and Merchants Bank lent $50,000 to help build a 
breakwater (Cleland 66).

It was around 1894 that Hellman became acquainted with another 
Huntington, one who would ultimately play a large role in Isaias’ business 
life and have a profound impact on the development of Southern California. 
That man was Huntington’s nephew, Henry Edwards, who had come to San 
Francisco in 1892 to represent his family’s interests in the Southern Pacific. 
One of his early tasks was to secure rights of way for expansion, and he and 
Hellman met during negotiations over property near Pasadena. The two men 
later worked together to raise funds for the modernization of San Francisco’s 
trolley lines. Hellman’s Nevada Bank handled a ten million dollar bond issue to 
electrify some of the lines and modernize the tracks.

Even while in San Francisco, Hellman had maintained his interest in the 
Los Angeles trolley systems. He had actively developed trolley lines until the 
mid-1880s, and was a major investor in the City Railroad, the Los Angeles 
Cable Railway, and the Los Angeles and Pacific Railway Company. He also held 
a large number of bonds for the Temple Street Cable Railway. 

While working together, Hellman and Huntington began to talk about 
the advantages of consolidating and modernizing the trolleys in Los Angeles, 
much as Huntington had done for the rail lines in San Francisco. There were 
more than a half-dozen companies operating the various lines in the region, 
creating a mish-mash of technologies and routes.

Los Angeles residents who had watched a myriad of men and companies 
try and tame the city’s transportation business learned of yet another attempt 
when they plunked down their three cents for the September 14, 1898 edition 
of the Los Angeles Times. When they opened the paper to local news on page 
four, their eyes were drawn to an extra large article outlined in black. “Gobbled 
by the S. P.” the headline read in breathless type. “Huntington & Co. Take in 
the Los Angeles Railway.”

The details were sketchy, as the article was only a few paragraphs long. 
But the gist suggested that the Southern Pacific Railroad had purchased the 
bulk of the rail lines in Los Angeles. The Huntington family, led by Collis and 
his nephew Henry, had been quietly negotiating throughout the summer for 



16 Frances Dinkelspiel

the trolley company that ran cars throughout the downtown business district, 
the article read. 

Throughout the day, reporters from the Times and other newspapers 
raced around town trying to collect more information. When word got out 
that Isaias might have something to do with the purchase, reporters rushed to 
the Farmers and Merchants Bank to interview his brother Herman Hellman. 
“That is a matter on which I cannot give definite information,” Herman told the 
papers. “Although I am interested with my brother, Isaias W. Hellman, in the 
banking business, he is the one who is interested in the Los Angeles Railway 
system” (“The Railway Deal”).

Details soon emerged and it turned out that the Los Angeles Times had 
gotten some important facts right—and some other critical facts wrong. Henry 
Huntington, his Uncle Collis, and his son Howard had made an offer for five 
of Los Angeles’ six rail lines. The buyers paid $3.9 million for the companies 
and planned to issue five million dollars in bonds to pay off the debt and make 
improvements. But the Huntingtons were not the only buyers. Hellman and 
a syndicate including San Francisco bankers Antoine Borel and Christian de 
Guigne had purchased a forty-five percent interest in the deal. This was a pri-
vate transaction, not one masterminded by Southern Pacific.

Still, the fact that there were three Huntingtons involved was great fod-
der for the newspapers as Collis Huntington and his strong-arm tactics were 
widely feared. On Friday, September 16, the Times ran a large cartoon on its 
front page picturing a sweating, bearded Collis Huntington holding the en-
tire earth in his arms, with a Los Angeles Street Railway trolley car gripped in 
one hand. The cartoon had a label “The Earth. This Property is Owned by the 
Southern Pacific Railway.” In the cartoon, Huntington is thinking to himself: “I 
wonder if there is anything else I have forgotten?”

The 1898 creation of the LARY, or the Los Angeles Railway, ushered in 
an era of close cooperation between Hellman and Henry Huntington, one that 
would lead to some of the most important developments the Los Angeles ba-
sin had ever seen.15 Hellman’s Nevada Bank and Union Trust Company would 
issue a series of bonds that would not only fund LARY, but the famed Pacific 
Electric, whose red trolley cars would one day extend hundreds of miles in 
the region. To get electricity for the electric cars, Hellman and his syndicate 
also bought $500,000 in debt from the San Gabriel Electric Power Company. 
A few years later Huntington and Hellman joined with William Kerckhoff 
to start Pacific Light and Power Company, which brought electricity from 
the Kern River to Los Angeles on more than one hundred miles of electric 
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wire (“Huntington’s New Venture”). Hellman’s Union Trust Company of San 
Francisco floated ten million dollars in bonds to pay for the construction 
(“Bonded Debt Made for Ten Millions”). That company was later folded into 
Southern California Edison.16

Hellman did not just provide capital to the enterprise. In the early years 
of the partnership, before Huntington made Los Angeles his home, Hellman 
knew the area better than the railroad man. Three years after the Huntington-
Hellman syndicate created LARY, Hellman pushed for a more expansive rail 
line, one that would link cities to one another, not just deliver passengers to 
various points within city limits.

“I have spent a month in Los Angeles and found that city very much 
improved,” Isaias wrote Huntington in May 1901. “I think the time is on hand 
when we should commence building suburban roads out of the city. If we do 
not do so soon, others will. There is a great deal of idle capital and men with en-
ergy and brains waiting for good business openings in Los Angeles” (Hellman, 
Letter to Huntington). Isaias had even gone as far as asking W. H. Holabird, a 
LARY employee, to look at a map and sketch out possible rail routes to Long 
Beach, San Pedro, Redondo and elsewhere (Holabird, Letter to Huntington).

“As for building suburban roads out of Los Angeles, I agree with you that 
the time has come when we should begin doing it,” Huntington responded a 
week later (Huntington, Letter to Hellman).

In November, 1901, the men started the Pacific Electric.
Huntington gets much of the credit for creating his extensive transporta-

tion network, which many people believe contributed to Los Angeles’ urban 
sprawl. Hellman, however, was key in making Huntington see the possibilities 
of the southern part of the state and finding the capital to facilitate growth. 
Hellman provided the vision and money during a critical period, just has he 
had with Otis, Stewart and Hardison, Doheny and Canfield, and with many 
others.

Hellman went on to take the lead in many more endeavors, including 
construction of significant buildings in Los Angeles’ downtown;17 a leadership 
role in the sale of bonds for the Russo-Japanese War (Dinkelspiel 307) and 
Liberty Bonds in World War I (Wells Fargo Nevada National Bank Minute 
Book); the development of property throughout the region, and more. At the 
height of his power in the early part of the twentieth century, after he had 
merged the Nevada Bank with Wells Fargo Bank,18 he commanded more than 
one hundred million dollars in capital, funds that were put to use to improve 
California’s infrastructure (Dinkelspiel 289).
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When Hellman died on April 9, 1920 after a brief bout of pneumonia, 
he was seventy-seven. The news of his death was bannered across the tops of 
newspapers. Flags were lowered to half-staff at various banks.

“In the regrettable death of Mr. Hellman, this community and the entire 
Pacific Coast suffers an irreparable loss,” Herbert Fleishhacker, the president of 
the Anglo London and Paris National Bank told the San Francisco Chronicle. “A 
pioneer of Western financiers, his virile energy, sterling ability and high sense 
of honor were combined to wield a potent influence upon the development of 
the West, to make him an outstanding international figure. His public interests 
were as wide as his modestly unheralded private philanthropies were gener-
ous” (San Francisco Chronicle).

Traces of Hellman still can be seen throughout the state. There are 
Hellman Streets in Los Angeles, Long Beach, Alhambra, Rosemead, Rancho 
Cucamonga, and Oakland. A fund bearing his name at the University of 
California at Berkeley has awarded more than four million dollars in scholar-
ships (“The Isaias W. Hellman Scholarship Fund”). He was lauded as a founder 
at the University of Southern California’s 125th anniversary celebration.19 His 
old home in Lake Tahoe is now Sugar Pine Point State Park.

Even after his death, Hellman’s estate continued to build the state’s econ-
omy. On June 23, 1921, the Shell Oil Company, drilling on land on Signal Hill 
owned jointly by the Hellman and Bixby families, struck a huge reservoir of 
oil. The well, named Alamitos #1, was the largest source of oil ever discovered 
in California and the discovery reignited the oil rush. Oil was discovered on 
another parcel of Hellman’s land in Seal Beach, on land that was part of Rancho 
Alamitos. It is still producing oil in 2009. It is one of the oldest family-operated 
oil operations in the state.20

There is no question that Isaias Hellman played a major role in the eco-
nomic development of California, one equal with the financial titans with 
whom he routinely did business in the latter half of the nineteenth and be-
ginning of the twentieth centuries. That era is filled with many well-known 
rags-to-riches stories, such as the rise of the Carnegies and Rockefellers of the 
Northeast and the Astors of the Northwest. What is notable, however, is that 
Hellman was regarded primarily as a master builder and community leader 
and only secondarily as a Jew. Other Jews, such as the Seligmans, Lehmans, 
Guggenheims, and others in New York City, rose to prominence but were al-
ways categorized by their religion. By settling in Southern California, an unde-
veloped outpost sufficiently far out on the cultural frontier, Hellman was able 
to escape those constraints. In that rough and tumble world, a self-made man 
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who also happened to be Jewish could achieve great things and could mix and 
move in the highest societal circles. Southern California, unlike other regions, 
had sufficient social fluidity that a Jewish individual could rise to be admired 
as a mover and shaper of the California West.
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Notes

1. The 1880 census put the population at just over 11,183 and the 1890 census put 
the number at 50,395. Historian Robert Fogelson (21) estimates the population at 
20,000 in 1885. 

2. Besides being president of Wells Fargo Bank and the Farmers and Merchants Bank, 
during his lifetime Hellman served as president of the Nevada Bank, the Union 
Trust Company, the Southern Trust Company, the United States National Bank, 
the Pasadena National Bank and the First National Bank of Monrovia. He also 
served as a director of the Security Savings Bank, the Los Angeles Savings Bank, 
the Main Street Savings Bank, the Southern Trust Company, the National Bank of 
Long Beach, the Long Beach Savings Bank, the Fidelity Trust Company of Tacoma, 
Washington, the Farmers and Merchants Bank of Redondo Beach, Banca Italia, and 
Colombus Savings and Loan.

3. Hellmans had been in Los Angeles as least as early as 1854, when Hellman’s cousins 
Isaiah M, Samuel M, and Herman M. Hellman arrived. Hellman’s maternal uncle, 
Israel Fleishman, opened a hardware store in Los Angeles with Julius Sichel, who 
may have been a relative of Philip Sichel.

4. Abraham Edelman was hired as the rabbi for Congregation B’Nai B’rith in 1862. From 
the start, Edelman and his congregation adapted Judaism to fit the American frontier. 
B’nai B’rith had a Sunday school for children, a mixed choir, an organ, and sermons 
and prayers in English as well as Hebrew. For a fuller discussion see Stern and Kramer. 

5. Bank deposit slip, private collection of Katherine Hellman Black, great-grand-
daughter of I. W. Hellman.

6. There is no information available that determines when Hellman actually set up 
formal banking services. He opened his store in 1865 and sold it in 1868, so the date 
lies in those years. This was before John Downey opened his bank, which is why 
some historians have called Hellman the first banker of Los Angeles.

7. For a more complete discussion of Workman and Temple, see Dinkelspiel 46–48. 
8. Hellman sat on the board of the gas company and the San Pedro Railroad; see 

Dinkelspiel 189.
9. By 1901 Hellman was the largest shareholder of the City Water Company, with 

1,200 shares. See letter from William H. Perry to I. W. Hellman.
10. In 1874, Hellman, John Downey, William Workman and F. P. F. Temple invested 

funds to start the Main Street and Agricultural Park Railway, which traveled from 
the Plaza down Main Street to Agricultural Park (Dinkelspiel 101).

11. Hellman was involved with the creation or financing of numerous trolley sys-
tems in Los Angeles. In 1883, he, William Brodrick and John Wheeler, created the 
City Railroad of Los Angeles. They merged it in 1886 with the Central Railroad 
(Dinkelspiel 116). Hellman was also a bond holder in the Temple Street Railway and 
an investor in the Los Angeles Cable Railway, among others.
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12. In 1956, the Security Trust and Savings Bank, then known as Security Pacific, ab-
sorbed the Farmers and Merchants Bank. That entity was later bought by Bank of 
America.

13. Hellman bought 8,000 acres of the former Rancho Cucamonga in San Bernardino 
County in 1871; acquired a third ownership of 26,000 acres of Rancho Alamitos 
in 1881, and owned 800 acres of Rancho San Pedro, as well as large interests in the 
Repetto Ranch and Rancho San Gertrudes. He also bought numerous lots through-
out downtown Los Angeles.

14. For a good description of this battle, see Quiett.
15. LARY was created by the purchase of the Los Angeles Consolidated Railway, the 

Main Street and Agricultural Park Railway, the Main and Fifth Street Railway, the 
Main, Fifth, and San Pedro Street Railway, and the Los Angeles Railway. The new 
system initially had 168 miles of track. By December 1898, two other acquisitions 
had increased the rail line’s system to two hundred miles of track. See Dinkelspiel 
188. In addition to building rail lines, the friendship between Hellman and 
Huntington led to the latter’s purchase of what is today the Huntington Library and 
Gardens. Hellman’s Farmers and Merchants Bank had foreclosed on the property 
and in January 1903, sold it to Huntington and Hellman’s San Francisco syndicate, 
which retained a thirty-nine percent interest in the property. See Agreement be-
tween H. E. Huntington and Antoine Borel. 

16. Southern California Edison bought Pacific Light and Power in 1917.
17. Hellman had started constructing buildings downtown in the 1870s, including a 

three story brick building he put up with Ozro Childs on the east side of North 
Main Street in 1875. In 1905, Hellman built a new headquarters for his Farmers and 
Merchants Bank on the site of his old homestead on the corner of 4th and Main in 
Los Angeles, as well as a large L-shaped office building. Hellman also constructed 
what is now known as the Hellman-Quan building on the Plaza.

18. When Edward Harriman acquired a controlling interest in Southern Pacific in 
1901, he also gained control of Wells Fargo Bank. Harriman was more interested in 
the cash-producing Wells Fargo Express than the underperforming bank unit and 
he asked Hellman to take it off his hands. Hellman merged his Nevada National 
Bank with Wells Fargo Bank in early 1905 to form the Wells Fargo Nevada National 
Bank with fifteen million dollars in deposits.

19. The author was invited by USC to give an address about Hellman and his role in 
the founding of the university in September 2005. More than 350 people attend-
ed the talk, including USC President Steven Sample. The event was sponsored by 
the Casden Institute for the Study of the Jewish Role in American Life, and the 
Huntington-USC Institute on California and the West.

20. The Bixby family owned and operated oil lands in the Seal Beach/Long Beach area 
until 2007. 
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A Twice-Told Journey: Sarah Newmark  
in the Russian Polish Shtetl— 

How a Jewish California Matron  
Confronted Her European Heritage

Karen S. Wilson1

               ntroduction
                 In 1887, Sarah Newmark, a wealthy matron of a German-Jewish family  Ifrom Los Angeles, along with other members of her family, visited 
Grajewo, a small village inside the Russian Pale of Settlement. We know a good 
deal about this visit because Newmark wrote about it—twice, one contempora-
neous with the visit in time and place, and the other removed from it by three 
years and several thousand miles.2 Why did she travel to a shtetl while on a 
European grand tour?3 Neither version gives an explicit answer to that ques-
tion. However, a comparison of the two versions points to a motive shaped by 
family history and contemporary circumstances at home and abroad. Further, 
the differences between the versions suggest that, during the intervening time, 
Newmark engaged in a rethinking and reordering of her intertwined identities 
of Jewish, American, and upper middle class. The revision of journey and iden-
tity took place in Los Angeles at a time when, increasingly, class, religion, and 
race defined the social order—especially in the American Southwest.

Newmark’s contemporaneous travel diary reveals anxieties about be-
ing a Jew in a modern society, while the journal she wrote later offers a re-
sponse to those anxieties. When Newmark first wrote about visiting Grajewo, 
she preserved an emotional and even a somewhat disturbing encounter with 
co-religionists. When she revised that account back home in Los Angeles, 
she produced a story of “novel sights,” American privilege, and acculturated 
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sensibilities. At first glance, the different emphasis in the second version ap-
pears to be simply reflective of her elite position in LA society. I would like 
to suggest, however, that Newmark refashioned her narrative deliberately, if 
unconsciously, to obscure any association, past, present and future, between 
the Russian Jews and the American Newmarks. Read in comparison with the 
original and in context of a changing Los Angeles, the revised version pro-
vides a useful cultural object lesson by showing how she attempted to remove 
herself from troublesome associations of ethno-religious identity and recast 
herself instead in what she perceived to be more socially beneficial identities. 
Dedicating the journal explicitly to her children, Newmark used her Grajewo 
visit to teach them, in her terms, how best to handle one’s Jewish identity in 
“modern” America and particularly in Southern California just before the start 
of the twentieth century. A closer look at those elements that come to the sur-
face in the private reflections of an elite Jewish Angeleno can serve to highlight 
aspects of social integration as a contingent, on-going process, rather than an 
achieved condition, for Jews in the multicultural American West. 

In examining the history of Los Angeles Jewry, Newmark’s personal 
reflections provide an intimate complement to her husband’s memoir, Sixty 
Years in Southern California, written nearly thirty years later and still used 
as a primary source for nineteenth-century LA (Harris Newmark). Mrs. 
Newmark’s accounts of life, new sights, and customs far away from home—
while still ensconced in the comfort of family and engaged in the routine of 
responsibilities—offer an expansive and extended encounter with a self-aware, 
American-born, Jewish daughter of immigrants from the Southwest. In these 
narratives, one therefore gains a rare opportunity to understand the mean-
ings of those identities and their interplay at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Even more unusual, the existence of both a “first draft” and a later revision 
frames a moment of social transition that well illustrates the social dynamic of 
Newmark’s world.

Sarah newmark, her Family and their loS angeleS
Forty-six years old when she traveled to Europe for the first time, Sarah 
Newmark had been born in New York City, the third of six children of Rosa 
Levy from London, England, and Joseph Newmark from Neumark, West 
Prussia. Her father had arrived in the US in 1824, as a widower. He married 
his second wife, Rosa, in 1835. With a growing family in tow, Joseph and Rosa 
lived in St. Louis, Dubuque, Iowa, and San Francisco before arriving in Los 
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Angeles in 1854. The journey to the West apparently was motivated mainly by 
the lure of frontier opportunities but included at least one return east (Harris 
Newmark 122).

Like her siblings, Newmark was educated at home and in public schools. 
She finished her formal education in Schoolhouse Number One, the first pub-
lic school constructed in Los Angeles. Her older brother, Myer, tutored her in 
Hebrew, while she was examined in French by her mother. She showed some 
literacy in Spanish in her writings. Notably, however, she did not understand 
German, the native tongue of her father and her husband (Harris Newmark 
224–25; Engh 75; Myer J. Newmark 232–33; Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from 
Foreign Shores” Vol. 2, Aug. 4, 1887). 

At age seventeen, Newmark married her first cousin, Harris, who had 
arrived from Prussia in 1853 and started his business career in LA as a clerk 
in the store of his older brother. By the time of their wedding, Harris had his 
own clothing store and had laid the foundation for what eventually would be 
the largest wholesale grocery firm in the city. Sarah’s father officiated at the 
wedding, which was held in the family home about a block from the central 
Plaza, where Harris and Sarah resided until 1860. Their wedding guests includ-
ed schoolmates of Sarah’s and other early American and European pioneers 
whose ambitions had brought them to Los Angeles, Jews and non-Jews, typi-
cal of social occasions among Gold Rush and post Gold Rush era immigrants 
(Harris Newmark 224).

In contrast to the frequent relocations of her childhood, Newmark raised 
her own family primarily in one place, Los Angeles. Between 1859 and 1881, 
she bore eleven children but eventually lost six of them before they reached the 
age of ten. Despite epidemics, droughts, floods, banditry, racially motivated 
violence, and the existence of only embryonic educational, religious, and pub-
lic safety institutions, the Newmarks achieved economic security and social 
mobility on the multicultural California frontier.

Contemporary historians have recognized for some time now that the 
mixing of diverse peoples served as a significant component in the gradual 
creation of the American West (see, for example, White). One view suggests 
that, especially with the influx of immigrants from Asia, Latin America, and 
Europe provoked by the Gold Rush, the West was characterized by “a raw cos-
mopolitan world-centeredness” (Rischin, “Jewish Experience in America” 32). 
The presence of immigrant and American-born Jews added religious diversity 
to the mix and another set of influences upon the social and economic possi-
bilities of that frontier. Nineteenth-century California, with its flexible mingling 
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of peoples, colonial legacies, and cultural norms, allowed the promise of cos-
mopolitanism to contend with the impulse of provincialism at least until the 
Spanish-Mexican borderland was fully incorporated into the American nation 
in the aftermath of “the great boom” of the 1880s.4

By that time, the Newmarks were well-established members of the elite 
citizenry of Los Angeles, along with other Jewish and non-Jewish ground-floor 
beneficiaries of the region’s agricultural expansion, rising land values, and con-
nection to the rest of the US via the railroad. They were extensively engaged 
in a diverse assortment of civic, religious, and economic institutions. Typical 
of Jewish women and men in the West, Sarah and Harris were active in both 
Jewish and non-Jewish charities and associations. They were among the found-
ing families of Congregation B’nai B’rith, a traditional synagogue that under-
went modernization under Harris’s leadership in 1884. Like many middle-class 
American women of the period, Sarah was involved mainly in philanthropies 
that aided widows and orphans, including three different women’s benevolent 
associations, the first non-Catholic orphans’ home in LA, and a relief organiza-
tion for Civil War Union veterans and their families (Annual Report 16). Their 
broad social circle and the prestigious status they were able to achieve were 
a product of the diversity and tolerance that marked the nineteenth-century 
American West.

Despite an antisemitism that was “endemic throughout the rural West,” 
California’s urban centers, especially San Francisco and Los Angeles, were ex-
perienced by their Jewish residents as “more tolerant” than cities in the East 
(Dinnerstein 50–51).5 By 1880, some eight percent of the total US Jewish popu-
lation lived in the West, thousands of miles away from their co-religionists 
and older, more established communities in the Northeast and the South 
(Rischin, “Jewish Experience in America” 34). Jewish immigrants, like others 
from Europe, were part of the economic and civic leadership in the nineteenth-
century West. Using skills in commerce to achieve economic mobility, Jewish 
immigrants were considered useful and resourceful members of Western com-
munities. The acceptance and respect they were accorded were demonstrated 
most publicly in the widespread and frequent election of Jews to public office 
from the Gold Rush era until the 1890s (Pomeroy 194, 204–05).

While the Newmarks traveled in Europe, Los Angeles reached the apex 
of the boom of the 1880s. Growing from 11,000 people in 1880 to over 90,000 
by 1887, the predominantly Mexican town had evolved from a Spanish pueblo 
to become a modern city of a size and influence of a sort that its boosters had 
long imagined. Tourism, fueled by railroad rivalries and land speculation, and 
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fanned by imaginative sales campaigns, dramatically accelerated the urbaniza-
tion and stratification of Los Angeles. The influx of midwestern Protestants 
changed the meaning of the cosmopolitanism of the city in which residents had 
taken pride for several decades. Previously, Los Angeles promoters had boasted 
about its progressive, industrious population drawn from many nations as evi-
dence of its worldliness and sophistication and the absence of any dominant 
group as the harbinger of opportunity without prejudice (McPherson 37). In 
the 1880s, while many Angelenos still thought of themselves as cosmopolitan, 
that is, open to many cultures and nationalities, newspapers and boosters be-
gan to privilege the American nativism rising up elsewhere, a direct reflection 
of the increasingly American-born Protestant character of the population. A 
history written in 1888 by two leading citizens captured this changing sensibil-
ity in three sentences:

Los Angeles is cosmopolitan. Almost every nation under the sun is 
represented. The genuine American, who talks plain English with 
Yankee modifications, is the controlling element whenever he asserts 
himself . . . (Lindley and Widney, unnumbered 17)

In the 1890s, class agendas and social discrimination would join racial big-
otry as the shapers of the rising city. While overt antisemitism did not arrive 
in LA until the twentieth century, Jewish Angelenos were well aware of dis-
crimination in the US and oppressive policies and violence in Europe against 
their co-religionists.6 Such conditions made elite Jews self-conscious of their 
sense of distinctiveness. Despite having deep roots in local communities, they 
continued to be anxious about their future as part of American society. The 
Newmarks returned to a city thoroughly incorporated into that society, a fact 
that made the participation of its minority citizens—including Jews who were 
often placed in the foreigner category no matter their birthplace—somewhat 
variable at best and non-existent at worst. While Sarah Newmark revised her 
European diary, her city was just then entering a five-decade period when Jews 
were to be excluded from public leadership, despite the fact that for the previous 
forty years they had routinely held elected office. The “beautiful, new and re-
fined Anglo-Saxon part of town” was growing rapidly in size, becoming a point 
of particular pride for the town’s boosters (“Los Angeles: First Impressions” 3).
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newmark’S grand tour
On the last day of April 1887, Newmark set off from Los Angeles with her 
husband, Harris, and their two youngest children, Marco and Rose, “to 
visit Europe for health and pleasure.”7 After traveling north by train to San 
Francisco, then east to New York City, they sailed across on the mail steamer, 
La Normandie. Joining them on board ship and for various portions of the tour 
were Newmark’s sister, Harriet Meyer, and niece, Rosalie Meyer. Landing in 
France, they were met by Newmark’s brother, Myer, his wife and two children, 
and a governess for the children, simply known to all the travelers as “Fraulein” 
(Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from Foreign Shores” Vol. 1, May 1, 1887 and May 
23, 1887).8 

The Newmarks visited nearly every continental European capital, taking 
in the major sights of art, cultural, national history, and natural beauty suggest-
ed by the Baedeker guidebooks regularly used by American tourists.9 In addi-
tion to France, they traveled to several regions of imperial Germany, Denmark, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Italy, Austria, the Netherlands, England, Scotland, and 
Ireland. They had extended stays at two resorts, one in the German state of 
Westphalia and the other in Italy.

The Newmarks routinely took walking or carriage tours of every city and 
village they visited, making a point to survey the homes of the wealthy as well 
as the poor section, which often was the Jewish quarter. They stopped in syna-
gogues both as tourists and worshippers. While the Newmarks departed from 
the Baedeker recommended grand tour itinerary by occasionally adding tours 
of Jewish sites, generally these excursions were recorded with language, level 
of detail, and context similar to entries about other sightseeing events.10 Out 
of over 370 entries, twenty-one narrated apparently intentional visits to Jewish 
synagogues, quarters, and cemeteries, most of which were part of broader 
tours of the city in which they were located.11 Only the trip to Grajewo, the 
Jewish shtetl across the Russian border, stood out as being an unusual addition 
to the itinerary. That distinction was thrown into stark relief by the differences 
between Newmark’s contemporary diary version and her later journal version 
of the visit. 

Family was central to the Newmarks’ itinerary in Europe and to Sarah’s 
record of the trip. For much of the trip, they were accompanied by extended 
family. Myer, Sarah’s brother who served as US Consul in Lyons, along with his 
French-born wife, were companions and guides to several cultural venues.12 
Their children were playmates for the younger Newmarks. The Newmarks 
spent four weeks in Loebau, the hometown of Harris, visiting the homes of 
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various aunts and uncles. Relatives of their sons-in-law extended them hos-
pitality in Paris, Stuttgart, Basle, and other cities. They took news and gifts to 
relatives of old friends in Los Angeles. Sarah Newmark shared these details in 
regular correspondence with her adult children who had remained at home: 
three married daughters and an eldest son whose marriage in July 1888 would 
bring the tourists back to California. The letters home consisted of pages of 
Newmark’s diary, contemporaneous accounts of the sights, people, and experi-
ences that filled the days of the tourists. 

Newmark’s record of the trip took shape in three stages, with a diary at 
the center. Her routine apparently was to jot brief notes about a given day’s 
activities in a small notebook she carried. Then, in the evening or the next day, 
she wrote a more detailed account of the events on pages of letter copybooks. 
According to her husband, “with almost painful regularity,” Newmark “entered 
her impressions and recollections of all she saw” (Harris Newmark 565). In 
these accounts, she included verbatim passages from the Baedeker guide as 
well as her personal impressions and reactions. In 1890, Newmark transcribed 
by hand entries from eight of the nine letter copybooks.13 With varying degrees 
of revision, she copied the original diary entries into eight matching bound 
volumes, each of which was embossed on the spine with the title, “Echoes 
From Foreign Shores Mrs. H. Newmark” and the volume number. The diary 
preserved in the letter copybooks was the most complete record as well as the 
closest in time to Newmark’s experiences, while the transcribed journal was a 
memorial to the trip, a result of reflection and distance.14

Since Newmark’s children were the recipients of the original diary pages 
in the form of letters and the subject of the dedication of the transcribed jour-
nal, audience is significant in considering the differences between the two re-
cords. For Newmark, writing for her children may have liberated her from the 
expectations of conventional travel narratives and encouraged her to include 
material of particular relevance or interest to her family. In privileging her role 
as a mother, Newmark was claiming the right to speak out in a manner that 
she thought appropriate for a nineteenth-century woman and mother. While 
the original diary-letters may have been a way to help the adult children feel 
a part of the family excursion, the later journal became a way for Newmark to 
instruct all her children on how to be a part of America. In a modern form, 
it was an ethical will, a Jewish tradition in which parents bequeathed to their 
children their most cherished values.



32 Karen S. Wilson

a twice-told Journey
On June 21,1887, while visiting family in the city of Lyck in the German state 
of Prussia, the tourists journeyed by carriage across the Russian frontier to the 
village of Grajewo.15 The traveling party consisted of Sarah, Harris and their son 
Marco, Myer, Sophie and their son Henry, and at least two carriage drivers.16 
The clear, singular purpose of the trip was to see the people and institutions 
of Grajewo. In contrast to entries about other excursions, neither version nar-
rating this trip contained descriptions of scenery, monuments, peasants in the 
countryside, or famous events. Rather, Grajewo was the object and the central 
subject. As Newmark’s description implied, Grajewo probably was overwhelm-
ingly Jewish, a market town with limited industry.17 According to historical 
maps, it apparently was the shtetl nearest to Lyck, suggesting a possible geo-
graphic explanation for Newmark’s comment that “this was our only chance of 
visiting Russia.” Even convenient proximity, however, begs the question: why 
were wealthy American Jews interested in such a place?18

Eastern European family roots suggest one possible explanation: the 
Newmarks were curious about the world their ancestors had left behind. 
Joseph Newmark, the first to immigrate to America, was the son and grand-
son of respected Polish Hassidic Jews (Leo Newmark 19).19 Those Newmarks 
who remained in Europe lived in a region that in the eighteenth century, and 
then again in the twentieth century, was ethnically and politically Polish. In 
between, the area came under Prussian rule and German replaced Polish 
as the official language. The descendants of Rabbi Abraham and Reb Meyer 
(Joseph Newmark’s grandfather and father, respectively) embraced moderni-
ty by learning German, then by leaving Prussia for America. In the US, they 
became German Jews even before a unified German nation existed. For the 
American Newmarks and their “German Jewish tradition, . . . depth of [their] 
pride exceeded the length of [their] lineage” (Kramer, “A Commentary,” in Leo 
Newmark 95).20 

The Newmark family’s spiritual and physical journey from East to West 
was a common one for European Jews as Enlightenment ideas, modernity, and 
emancipation spread through the continent in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. In the wake of wars and imperialist ventures, national borders and 
identities changed even as residents stayed put, making grandparents Polish 
Jews, parents Prussian Jews, and children German Jews. As with many Jewish 
immigrants from central Europe, the Newmarks who came to the United States 
privileged their German cultural identity, discouraged their American-born 
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children from the use of Yiddish, and modernized their religious customs to 
better acculturate in their new home.21 

Both narrations of the trip to Grajewo recorded an instance of privilege 
being exercised, unarticulated circumstances hovering around the edges, and a 
young boy puzzling over the concerns of the adults in the party. Both versions 
noted that spontaneous crossings of the Russian border were discouraged by 
visa requirements, yet neither version offered any explicit explanation of the 
motivations for the trip nor for the travelers not obtaining the necessary per-
mission to cross. In both versions, Newmark clearly recorded her disgust for 
the “Polish” Jews in the marketplace and “Beth Midresh” and her admiration of 
the “tidy” Jews in an elastics factory. She left virtually unchanged a description 
of her fear of the “touch” of “dirty filthy street urchins,” a fear that confused her 
nephew and was left unexplained in the written records. Given the legacy of 
the western Jewish antipathy toward eastern European Jews, Newmark’s un-
ease may have stemmed from a more abstract, but nevertheless, real fear—the 
“touch” of association with backward Jews, a reminder of the tenuousness of 
the modern Jew’s position in contemporary society (Meyer 35; Berrol 151). 
Such consistencies across the two versions only serve to highlight the signifi-
cant differences between the diary entry and the later journal version of the 
trip. Given the same author and same audience, an accounting of the variance 
between the versions suggests Newmark’s changing perspective on her own 
Jewish and class identities in the emerging Los Angeles metropolis.

Newmark’s first version of the trip showed her to have a sense of attach-
ment, albeit an uncomfortable one, to the Jews of Grajewo. She used inclu-
sive language (“our people”) and she candidly expressed her embarrassment 
and shame about these examples of Jews and Judaism. In her revised narrative 
of the trip, Newmark substituted a sense of detachment, disassociating her-
self from the Polish Jews by deleting the inclusive language and candor. She 
went even further, though, by inserting a misleading motive that privileged an 
American identity. While the first version made it clear that the trip to Grajewo 
was planned and deliberate, the revised version implied it was more spontane-
ous and casual. In the original version, Newmark reflected an extremely nega-
tive opinion of the Polish Jews, while in the revision she tempered her language 
even as she created more distance between them and herself. Between 1887 
and 1890, it became more important to Newmark to present herself as a mod-
ern, empowered American than as a part of an ancient people and religion.

To convey an impression that the trip to Grajewo was a casual visit sim-
ilar to other tourist excursions, Newmark revised the original diary version 
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by adding new phrases, deleting whole sentences, and changing key gerunds. 
She made these changes in the journal version to discourage association of the 
Newmarks with Polish Jews, and to emphasize her and her family’s possession 
of standing as modern, privileged Americans. While the diary version con-
veys Newmark’s revulsion at the sight and circumstances of Polish Jews living 
in Grajewo, the journal documents her desire to sever any connection pos-
sible through links of family history and religion to such backward, low-class 
people. To reinforce to her children that their future security and opportunities 
lay in attachment to their class and national identities and a modern attitude 
about their religion, Newmark erased her own initial frankness and embar-
rassed sense of commonality with the Grajewo Jews. The revised version makes 
the Newmarks tourists who visited a village in Russian Poland out of simple 
curiosity and convenience, demonstrated their American know-how in getting 
around ineffective bureaucratic rules, took note of the competing impulses of 
tradition and modernity, and returned with their appetites satisfied.

Consistently in the diary, Newmark did not explain motives or inspira-
tions for her itinerary. In the case of the revised version of the Grajewo entry, 
however, she edited it to suggest motives of convenience and curiosity about 
Russia, a rather naive set of motives for traveling to a country where official 
actions towards Jews had grown increasingly more oppressive in the 1880s.22 
Given Newmark’s long-standing communal and philanthropic engagement 
in Los Angeles, a plausible alternative explanation could have been concern 
about the conditions of Russian Jewry and a desire to aid her co-religionists 
in some way. No such motive was stated in either version. Instead, it seems 
that Newmark sought to dampen any hints that their journey to Grajewo had 
personal significance. To do so, she finessed the threat of Russian antisemitism 
and erased any evidence of her sense of affinity with the Jews in the Russian 
Pale.

The threat of Russian antisemitism was generalized from a condition 
that made travel “very troublesome for our people” to a bureaucratic bother 
for all foreigners when Newmark did not transcribe the phrase “our people” 
(Sarah Newmark, Diary #2, June 22 [1887]). She reduced the importance of 
reaching their destination with some key additions to the original diary entry 
that implied a lack of foresight and stressed the roles of chance and American 
identity in reaching Grajewo. Having “neglected to have” their passports ap-
propriately endorsed by the Russian Consul, the tourists risked not being able 
to cross the Russian border, a risk not worth mitigating beforehand by getting 
the necessary permit. However, as Myer Newmark “luckily had with him” his 
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American Consul passport, they were allowed to continue on their way. By 
adding key adjectives, Newmark clarified that, while theoretically it was the 
“Russian” Consul who controlled their passage, in reality it was the “American” 
Consul who secured it (Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from Foreign Shores” Vol. 
1, June 21, 1887). Passing over the border as Americans with some official sta-
tus, the Newmarks overcame the restrictions provoked by their religious iden-
tity. In the revised version, possession and assertion of an American identity 
became the key to their freedom of movement, literally and figuratively their 
ability to “pass” into and out of places of their choice.

A key change of a gerund made clear the choice that Newmark saw upon 
reflection about the excursion into the Pale. In the diary, she described the trip 
as “the only chance we have of being in Russia” (Sarah Newmark, Diary #2, 
June 22 [1887]; emphasis added ). In the journal, she changed that phrase to 
“our only chance of visiting Russia” (Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from Foreign 
Shores” Vol. 1, June 21, 1887; emphasis added). Given her initial anxiety, re-
vulsion, and embarrassment, Newmark may well have felt a sense of what her 
existence in the village could have been, had her father not immigrated. By the 
time she came to transcribe the entry into the journal, she was well removed, 
and pointedly extended that remove, from Grajewo. She had exercised a choice 
to be an American tourist, not a visitor with a common cultural Jewish identity 
with the people of the village and all that represented. 

Newmark made another set of editorial choices that reinforced her own 
distance from Grajewo and, by implication, imposed that distance on her chil-
dren as well. She deleted phrases and sentences that conveyed any sense of a 
shared identity with the Polish Jews. The final journal version was devoid of the 
phrase “our people,” used twice in the original diary entry. Further, Newmark 
discarded the two most explicit and extended expressions of the anxiety pro-
voked by such associations. In one, she conveyed her expectations about the 
people of the village and her determination that the hired German governess 
not “see such a beastly set of our people as I knew were here.” In the other, she 
summarized the impact of the encounter, taking an ironical tone even as she 
admitted a painful truth: “if ever I was ashamed of my religion, it was while 
visiting the delightful village of ‘Grajewo’.” Embarrassed at the prospect and 
shamed in the retrospect, Newmark revealed anxiety over possible taint by as-
sociation. By excising these personalized links and personal emotions, she ob-
scured further the possibility that the Newmarks traveled there out of a sense 
of ethno-religious fraternity, thus providing a basis for association. She also as-
serted a lack of identification, an exercise in detachment that gave her children 
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no hint of connection, however distant in time and geography, with “the low-
est class of the Polish Jew” to which most of the village’s inhabitants belonged 
(Sarah Newmark, Diary #2, June 22 [1887]).

Newmark modernized the language of the diary entry, offering an ex-
ample to her children on acculturation, just as she continued her efforts at dis-
association and detachment. She dropped or changed Yiddish and German 
words found in the initial version, using words more familiar and acceptable 
to English-speaking Americans. For example, she changed “shule” to “syna-
gogue.” She altered her initial adjective for the Polish Jews from “beastly” to 
“filthy.” That alteration brought her description in line with a more common 
stereotype of the Polish Jew, while at the same time it created a clear contrast 
with the “tidy” and productive Jews of the elastics factory.23 The change in ad-
jectives also toned down the hyperbole of Newmark’s diary entry, making her 
reaction less infused with anxiety while maintaining a sharp and critical dis-
tinction between herself and the Polish Jews. 

As mentioned earlier, the Newmarks visited a number of Jewish quar-
ters over the course of their time in Europe. None evoked the emotionalism, 
anxiety, or detachment found in Newmark’s initial and later narrations of the 
Grajewo visit. The trip was personal and the implications of that fact were un-
settling to Newmark miles away and years later. The Jewish focus of the diary 
version became unseemly, perhaps even untenable, in a Los Angeles embrac-
ing class, religion, and race as the determinants of respectability, acceptability, 
and mobility. Perhaps several goals were in mind as Newmark reconsidered 
that entry. Obscuring any potential association of the Newmarks with poor, 
backward Jews could have served to preserve her class status. The privileging 
of a modern American identity in the journal version was consonant with the 
emerging social standards of Los Angeles and evidence of her confidence in 
the value of American nativity. Furthermore, such preference for the modern 
was consistent with her rejection of traditional Judaism that began before her 
journey abroad. In revising her record of visiting Grajewo, and in the process 
revising the memory and meaning of the trip, Newmark repositioned herself, 
and by extension, her children, in the new Los Angeles social hierarchy. 

concluSion
After the trip to Grajewo, Newmark recorded many more visits to Jewish 
quarters and synagogues as they traveled Europe. She often remarked on the 
crowded and narrow streets of old ghettos, the poor Christians and Jews who 
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occupied those sections, and the “old-fashioned” Orthodox style of Sabbath 
and holiday services. Occasionally she noted the Jewish population and num-
ber of synagogues of a given city, in an almost boastful way. In these other di-
ary entries, Newmark seemed to be comfortable with her subjects even if they 
were unfamiliar. Only with her renditions of the Grajewo excursion do we find 
palpable apprehension related to a Jewish site. With them, we see a wealthy 
American Jewish woman experiencing the on-going need to claim, shape, and 
refine those identities, efforts necessitated by the limits of tolerance and the 
meanings of difference in the nineteenth century.

As cosmopolitan, that is, diverse California came to be seen as socially 
flawed rather than socially fluid, Jewish Angelenos were faced with choices 
about identity previously unnecessary to their incorporation and inclusion in 
the general community. In particular, class was becoming a critical distinction, 
and it would be conflated with religion and race, as the population Los Angeles 
grew proportionately more Protestant and Anglo. 

Social change in Los Angeles occurred in the broader context of rising 
nativism and nationalism and the emergence of modern antisemitism. The last 
third of the nineteenth century saw “the Jewish Question” looming over both 
America and Europe. While Jews in America had achieved remarkable eco-
nomic success and social integration, those achievements were tempered by 
ambivalent, often conflicting American attitudes towards Jews. As one scholar 
has noted, “many Americans were both pro- and anti-Jewish at the same time” 
(Higham 122). 

In revising a travel diary for the benefit of her children, Sarah Newmark 
reflected the anxieties raised by these social realities and offered a response 
through reinvention and realignment of her and their identities. She modeled 
her view of Grajewo in a manner that allowed herself to maintain a signifi-
cant degree of social detachment, which in turn served to benefit her sense of 
superior social standing. Newmark’s lesson to her children followed a proven 
formula, embodied in a legacy that had led a Jewish family to the California 
frontier where they could be “real Americans,” who could view a Russian Polish 
village not as part of their heritage but simply as an exotic if rather distasteful 
tourist stop.
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Appendix A 

Entry in letter copybook—the diary:

Tuesday June 22nd 
This morning spent at Natalie’s, her little ones are so [unreadable].24 

This afternoon we took carriages and drove over to Russia, to a place called 
“Grajewo.” We had a good deal of trouble to pass, as no foreigners are not al-
lowed to pass without a special permit from the Consul, our passports from 
Washington would not do, unless certified by him, however upon Uncle Myer 
showing his passport as a Consul, we were allowed to pass.25 Well such a sight 
as met our gaze, when we reached the village, I cannot describe, most of the 
inhabitants are the lowest class of the Polish Jew, the market place was crowded 
with them. They are about as beastly a set as I have ever seen, with their long 
coats and greasy locks, but all of the men, with the “zitses” & “Alfaconfis” [?] 
hanging below their vests. We first visited a “fabrik” where all sorts of elastic 
goods are made such as garters, suspenders, etc are made. The parties that keep 
it are very nice respectable people, they showed us over every department, all 
the employees are Jews and looked pretty tidy. We made some few purchases, 
then left and visited the “Beth Medrish,” well that was a sight, it was furnished 
something like a shule [sic], only that the benches had tables before them. At 
these sat men of various ages, poring over and studying from huge old hebrew 
volumes. The faces and the books, alike rather black and dirty. The men looked 
as if they were half starved. Near the entrance was a room which looked like a 
dark hole wherin [sic] sat an old man, teaching the young children of course 
hebrew [sic]. From here we visited the shule [sic]. We were followed thither by 
a large crowd of dirty filthy little urchins, I was quite uneasy, for fear some of 
them might touch us and that we might take home more than we bargained for. 
Henry asked us what sickness these people had, that we were afraid of catching. 
I did not take darling Rosa26 [sic] as in the first place I knew we would get home 
very late, and secondly, I did not want the governess to see such a beastly set of 
our people as I knew were here. The shule [sic] was empty so there was nothing 
much to see. After this we drove out to see the depot, which is a very nice one. 
Here I took a glass of tea, the others did not care for any. We then left this sweet 
pure little village and wended our way homewards. We reached an inn at about 
eight o clock, where dear Natalie had a nice supper laid out, she brought it with 
her, also a servant to attend it, and I can tell you we all did justice to the meal. 
We left here about half past nine, and went once more on our way. We reached 
Lyck at about half past eleven all quite tired out, but we would not take a good 
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deal for the novel sights we had seen, as this was the only chance we will have 
of being in Russia, as it seems to be very troublesome for our people to travel 
that country, nor do I wonder at it, for if ever I was ashamed of my religion it 
was while visiting the delightful village of “Grajewo” (Sarah Newmark, Diary 
#2, June 22 [1887]; item #34).27
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Appendix B 

Entry in transcribed bound volume—the journal:

Tuesday, June 21, 1887. Lyck
This morning spent at Natalie’s. This afternoon took carriages and drove 

to a place called “Grajewo” a village in Russian Poland. We had a good deal of 
trouble to pass over the frontier, as no foreigners are allowed without a special 
permit from the Russian Consul, our passports from Washington would not do 
unless certified by him, and this we had neglected to have done, however upon 
uncle Myer showing his pasport [sic] as an American Consul, which he luckily 
had with him we were allowed to pass. Well such a sight as met our gaze when 
we reached the village, I cannot describe. Most of the inhabitants are the lowest 
class of Polish Jews. The market place was crowded with them. They are about 
as filthy a set, as I have ever seen, with their long coats and greasy locks. We 
first visited a factory where all sorts of elastic goods are made, such as garters 
suspenders etc. The parties that own this are very nice respectable people. They 
showed us through every department, all the employees are Jews and looked 
pretty tidy. We made some purchases, then left, and visited the “Beth Medrish.” 
Well that was a sight! It was furnished something like a synagogue, only that 
the benches, had tables in front of them. At these sat men of various ages, 
poring over and studying from huge old hebrew volumes, the faces and books 
alike rather black and dirty. The men looked as if they were half starved. Near 
the entrance to this place, was a room, which looked like a dark hole, wherein 
sat an an [sic] old man, teaching the young children. From here we went to the 
synagogue we were followed through the streets by a large crowd of dirty filthy 
little urchins we were quite uneasy for fear that some of them might touch us 
and that we might take home more than we bargained for. Henry asked us very 
innocently what sickness these people had that we were afraid of catching? In 
the synagogue there was not much to see, as there was no service going on. 
After we left here, we drove to the depot, which is a very fine one, here I took 
a glass of tea, (genuine Russian). We then left this sweet, pure little village? 
and wended our way homeward. At eight O clock, we reached an inn, where 
Natalie had a nice supper laid out, and I must say we all did ample justice to the 
meal, which was provided for us. We left here about half past nine, and reached 
Lyck two hours later, all quite tired out, but we would not take a good deal, for 
the novel sights we had seen. This was our only chance of visiting Russia, as it 
seems it is very troublesome to visit travel in that country (Mrs. H. Newmark, 
“Echoes from Foreign Shores,” Vol. 1, June 21 1887; item #6).28
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Notes

1. The author would like to thank Janice Reiff, Kathryn Norberg, her classmates in the 
2005 UCLA Social History seminar where this paper originated, David N. Myers, 
William Deverell, Bruce Zuckerman, and the AR reviewers for their insightful criti-
cisms and editorial suggestions, as well as Stephen Aron and Naomi R. Lamoreaux 
for on-going conversations about the broader issues raised here. Research for the 
paper was supported by the Autry National Center-UCLA Summer Fellowship. 

2. The two versions are: (1) Mrs. H. (Sarah) Newmark, “Untitled Travel Diary.” 
Referred to in the text as “the diary”; (2) Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from Foreign 
Shores.” Referred to in the text as “the journal.”

3. The Pale of Settlement was the legally mandated region of residence for most Jews 
within the Russian empire. Beginning in 1882, Jews were forced to leave rural areas 
of the Pale and reside in towns such as Grajewo. “Shtetl” is a Yiddish word meaning 
“little town/village.” Newmark never used the word in relation to Grajewo, and it is 
unclear how much Yiddish she knew, though she seemed to have known at least a 
few words based on entries in her diary.

4. “The great boom” of the 1880s was the most spectacular and influential of the land 
booms that shaped Southern California in the nineteenth century. The popula-
tion of Los Angeles grew five-hundred percent in less than a decade as settlers and 
speculators alike sought to take advantage of the break-up of the large ranchos that 
unleashed a torrent of undeveloped acreage. More than any other single event, the 
great boom made Los Angeles a modern metropolis. The classic work on the boom 
is Dumke’s The Boom of the Eighties in Southern California.

5. Following the rationale and usage of philosopher Emil Fackenheim and historian 
Yehuda Bauer, I do not capitalize or hyphenate the term “antisemitism” when refer-
ring to the modern, racialized, pseudo-scientific version of anti-Jewish ideology 
and behavior, as there is no “Semitism” to be against or opposite. Modern anti-
semitism as a political ideology and movement began when German Wilhelm Marr 
coined the term in his book, The Way to Victory of Germanicism over Judaism, and 
founded the “League of Anti-Semites” in 1879.

6. See Cohen for a discussion of national awareness and the following Los Angeles 
Times articles for local reports: “The Jewish Question in Russia”; “The Persecution 
of the Jews”; “In Foreign Lands: An Outbreak against Jews Quelled”; “Attacking the 
Jews”; “An Exodus of Jews.”

7. Quoted phrase from an article about a surprise send-off party for the Newmarks, “A 
Pleasant Occasion.”

8. “Fraulein” was the term used throughout the diary and journal by Newmark in 
referring to the German-speaking woman in charge of the children. Other than the 
fact that she was German and seemed familiar to the family before their meeting in 
Paris, nothing else is known about the governess.
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9. “Baedeker” became synonymous with “guidebook” in the nineteenth century, as 
the German publishing firm of that name produced a vast number of guides to 
European countries. Newmark apparently relied on the real thing, as evidenced by 
her routine copying of key phrases and passages from the guidebooks into her diary 
entries. For more about Baedeker guides, see Koshar.

10. Typical was Newmark’s recounting of a tour of Frankfort, which began with a visit 
to a cathedral, continued with a carriage ride past the birthplace of the founder of 
the Rothschild banking dynasty, a stop in the “old Synagogue, and the house where 
Goethe the poet was born, also the monuments of Goethe and Gutenberg,” and 
concluded with driving around “to see the elegant residences, that the city contains” 
(Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from Foreign Shores” Vol. 2, Aug. 14, 1887).

11. Newmark recorded an additional sixteen occasions when she and other family 
members attended religious services at synagogues. The twenty-one occasions ref-
erenced here clearly were not of a religious nature.

12. Myer J. Newmark had been appointed Consul to Lyons, France, in 1885 by Grover 
Cleveland, and from that date lived in Europe for some ten years. A diary entry 
referred to Myer as “Ex United States Consul,” so he may not have been an active 
consul at the time of the Grajewo visit (Mrs. H. Newmark, “Echoes from Foreign 
Shores” Vol. 7, April 17, 1888).

13. The transcription project ended with only a small portion of the eighth and none 
of the ninth letter copybook entered into the bound volumes. No explanation has 
been found about the unfinished project, although it may be related to the death in 
November 1890 of Newmark’s youngest daughter, Rose, who had accompanied her 
parents and older brother Marco on the European tour.

14. See Appendix A for the full text of the diary entry on the visit to Grajewo and 
Appendix B for the full text of the journal version.

15. According to Baedeker’s guide to Northern Germany, 1886 edition, Grajewo was 
located on the Russian border, about thirteen miles from Lyck. Grajewo, Lyck, and 
Loebau (where they had stopped earlier in the tour and where several generations 
of Newmarks lived) are all now within the national borders of Poland.

16. The diary entry explicitly stated that Sarah’s daughter and the governess were not in 
the party; no mention was made of the daughter of Myer, who was with the family 
in Lyck.

17. Unconfirmed figures put the Jewish population of Grajewo at seventy-six percent in 
1857 and still at thirty-nine percent in 1921 after large-scale migrations to the West 
and Palestine. See “Grajewo.”

18. Given that a tour of an elastics factory was part of the visit to Grajewo, business 
interests could have motivated the trip. However, no evidence has been found to 
corroborate such a motive.

19. Hassidic Jews were members of a pietistic movement that originated in Eastern 
Europe in the eighteenth century and drew on Jewish mysticism, while elevating its 
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significance and introducing changes in traditional religious leadership and wor-
ship practices.

20. Kramer made the observation about Leo Newmark, a nephew of Sarah, who was 
born in San Francisco and was instilled with a deep sense of being the progeny of 
modern and respectable, i.e., German Jewish, stock, as were all the members of his 
generation and those of his parents’ and Sarah’s generation.

21. Emancipation for Jews in France and various other European states and the sub-
sequent modernization of those communities created a division of experience and 
culture between western European Jews and their eastern European brethren (Ost 
Juden). “German-Jewish” immigrants to the U.S. carried this legacy of difference in 
the mid-nineteenth century. As westernized Jews came to see Polish and Russian 
Jews as backward and thus dangerous to their tenuous hold on the privileges of 
citizenship and social integration, efforts to mitigate the perceived danger included 
philanthropic projects designed to modernize the Ost Juden and assimilate them as 
quickly as possible. A vast literature discusses the “German versus Russian” divi-
sion, as it came to be called, its impact in Europe, and its transference to the US. See 
for example Aschheim; Rischin, The Promised City; Sorkin; and Werthheimer.

22. Beginning in 1881, Jews in Russia were subjected to a series of pogroms and perse-
cutions, events that were reported regularly in American newspapers that generally 
were sympathetic to the Jews and critical of the antisemitic sentiments and culprits 
behind the attacks. Concern about the perceived or actual numbers of refugees 
from Russia had become so inflamed in Prussia that Russian-Polish Jews were ex-
pelled first from Berlin and then from the rest of the state. In 1886 Russia required 
visas for both foreign and domestic travelers, a policy pointed out by a former US 
ambassador to the Russian Imperial Court in an interview with the Los Angeles 
Times April 17, 1886: 4.

23. “Karl Marx’s description of Polish Jews as the ‘dirtiest of all races . . . they multiply 
like lice’ was not apt to provoke much disagreement amongst his peers” or most nine-
teenth-century German-Jewish Americans (Aschheim 60). Compare Newmark’s de-
scription to that of an American diplomat’s wife, a Christian, traveling in Russian in 
1883: “There were quantities of dirty Polish Jews in every direction, all with their 
long caftans, greasy, black curls, and ear-rings” (Waddington May 17, 1883).

24. Natalie was a relative of Newmark, perhaps a sister-in-law or aunt, who lived in 
Lyck.

25. “Uncle Myer” was Newmark’s brother, Myer J. Newmark. The use of “uncle” indi-
cated that Newmark was writing to her children or at least intending to address 
them.

26. “Rosa” was Newmark’s youngest daughter, Josephine Rose, who sometimes was 
called by her grandmother’s name.

27. Punctuation, capitalization, and spellings retained from original. 
28. Punctuation, capitalization, and spellings retained from original. 
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Postscript: The Western States  
Jewish History Archives

Gladys Sturman and David Epstein 

     he early history of the Jews of the American West might  
                     have been lost had it not been for the efforts of two remarkable Tmen. Over many years, Dr. Norton Stern and Rabbi William 
Kramer engaged in painstaking research and diligent acquisition of materials. 
In the process, these pioneer historians painstakingly assembled a vast archive 
and founded the Western States Jewish History Journal, now in its forty-first year. 

Across the United States and the world, there is an astonishingly rich re-
pository of recorded information about, for example, the Jews who fled to New 
Amsterdam in 1654; about the German Jews who came to the United States in 
the Civil War era; and about the mass immigration of Eastern European Jews 
between the1880s and 1920s. The majority of these Jews remained in the big 
cities, founded synagogues, service organizations and the great cultural and 
educational institutions that are so well known to us today. 

But as Stern, an optometrist and principal of a synagogue Hebrew school, 
and Rabbi Kramer knew well, Jews also ventured all the way across the North 
American continent, traversing in relatively large numbers this vast country to 
reach the states and territories of the far West. They traveled in every imagin-
able manner: by wagon train across the prairies, by ship around Cape Horn and 
the tip of South America, by mule across the malarial Isthmus of Panama, then 
on board steamers sailing north up the Pacific coast. They came, as historian 
Doyce Nunis has said, for the same reasons everyone else came: “for economic 
opportunity, climate, health and romantic myth” (personal communication). 
Many came as miners or merchants due to the Gold Rush. They came, many 
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as young unattached teenaged or younger boys, from European countries to 
escape discrimination and persecution; many could speak no English when 
they arrived.

The Jews who came West in the early days were not as religious as some 
of their fellow Jews. The more pious Jews were inhibited from traveling too far 
from the eastern cities because they could not be sure they would find kosher 
food, a mikvah, and other ritual amenities essential for their daily life. Most of 
the early Jewish pioneers to the far west felt they needed a synagogue only once 
a year for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Such services were usually held in a 
home or empty store and led by the most knowledgeable person among them, 
using a printed Torah. Establishing synagogues was a low priority for these 
men. The most important issue for them was to take advantage of the opportu-
nities presented them in the far West—especially opportunities that might not 
have been so readily available or socially acceptable in the more established 
eastern urban centers. 

As is evident in several of the essays in this volume, these early arriv-
als played a major role in shaping the character and dynamism of the West. 
They created successful models in business, banking, politics, journalism, and 
culture. Most impressive was their success in maintaining their Judaism. Since 
synagogues were a low priority, the first Jewish institution in a Western town 
was usually a Jewish cemetery and burial society. As Norton Stern discovered, 
these cemeteries turned out to be invaluable sources for tracking regional 
Jewish history. 

Norton Stern traveled throughout California taking pictures of tomb-
stones in Jewish cemeteries. Armed with names and birth and death dates, he 
would then go to the local newspaper and meticulously search for references 
to the deceased. This Herculean effort was done without benefit of microfiche, 
let alone the Internet. As Stern researched articles, he found references to other 
Jews of the period or to other Jewish organizations, and he carefully noted 
(and usually photographed) these as well. Each step revealed yet another level 
of early Jewish history. The last step was to seek out the descendants of early 
pioneers. If he found family members, he would interview them and thereby 
add to the richness of the story. 

When Stern began this quest he had to handwrite the interviews. The 
later use of a tape recorder would make the process faster and more efficient. 
As Cyril Leonoff, the Canadian editor of Western States Jewish History Journal, 
described this effort, Stern looked “through hundreds of haystacks for dozens of 
needles and for no other reason than the love of it” (personal communication).
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In his single-minded pursuit of the stories and people of the western 
Jewish past, Norton Stern became a father of Jewish history of the American 
West. He and Rabbi Kramer amassed thousands of family pictures, photo-
graphs of stores, homes, and buildings, school pictures, and many other ma-
terials. They also accumulated a vast store of newspaper articles; interviews; 
letters dating back to the mid-nineteenth century; business receipts; member-
ship and political lists; advertisements; government documents; and so on. In 
addition, they acquired a goodly number of diaries; photo albums; wedding 
invitations; a tallis bag made of burlap; early telephone directories; posters an-
nouncing High Holiday services; and business cards (including one of a cigar 
dealer that warns “Beware of Jewish Imitations”). 

After Norton Stern’s death, Rabbi Kramer assumed the responsibility 
for maintaining the archives and publishing the Western States Jewish History 
Journal. He continued the journal for many years until his own health deterio-
rated, at which point he turned its management over to us. In the transition, 
we inherited over one thousand books plus about three hundred boxes of very 
loosely sorted archival material. We knew that each item would have to be 
examined and organized in some coherent fashion. Without organization, this 
massive collection would never be fully accessible to scholars, students, gene-
alogists, and others. 

Accordingly, we assembled a coterie of volunteer archivists. Norman 
and Mimi Dudley, who were retired from their professional archival careers at 
UCLA, gave us a basic how-to course, teaching us about process and materials. 
With their guidance we set to work. 

Every piece of paper had to be examined individually, often with a mag-
nifying glass because the photos had faded or because the newspaper pages 
were so fragile. All available information about content, context, or provenance 
was noted. It was painstaking work, invariably interrupted every few minutes 
by “You’ve got to hear this!” or “You’ve got to see this!” Some of the newspapers 
dating back to the 1800s were too fragile to unfold. We set these aside for pro-
fessionals to handle. Photos had to be identified and labeled. Occasionally we 
would publish an unmarked picture to see if any of our readers could identify it. 

Documents were carefully housed and information entered into a data-
base for ease of retrieval. Once organized, the archives were donated to appro-
priate institutions to be available for research. The bulk of the written material, 
nearly two hundred finished archival boxes and thirty boxes yet to be complet-
ed, went to UCLA’s Charles Young Library of Special Collections. Information 
on the history of the West that did not pertain to Jewish settlers was donated to 
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the Autry National Center. Newspapers too fragile to open, as well as ephem-
era, letters, albums, film reels and such went to the Huntington Library. The 
addition of materials from this very large collection has made these institutions 
among the important libraries of the Jewish history of the American West. 

What does all this material reveal? In some ways, it’s far too soon to 
tell: the documents, books, photographs, and other materials await scholarly 
investigation, contemplation, and eventual publication. Yet some preliminary 
findings, gleaned from our hours-upon-hours of sorting, cataloging, and or-
ganizing, are warranted here. In the archives, we discovered letters, business 
records and news articles indicating that these early Jewish pioneers were not 
only successful in business, politics, journalism, cultural affairs, and finance, 
but that they contributed much to this new world of the far West as family 
members, religious figures, and role models. 

Their success can be attributed to many reasons. Many were young when 
they arrived in the West and thus able to exist with the barest necessities. They 
also appear to have matched their ambitions with abstemious and frugal habits. 
The integrity of many stands out: as merchants, bankers, or other business-
men, they offered generous credit and financial aid. Many were trusted assay-
ers. When you left your gold at the “Jew Store,” it would be there when you 
came to claim it. 

In a mining world of fairly random literacy, many a Jewish pioneer stood 
out in level of education; they put their reading and writing skills to work in 
keeping track of business inventories, loans, and the like. 

As the West and our subjects matured, they became increasingly active 
in civil affairs; many became the pillars of local society: political leaders, attor-
neys, judges, legislators, peace officers, and otherwise. And while we need far 
more work on this topic, we suggest that the far West, at least the nineteenth 
century far West, exhibited less —and perhaps far less—anti-Semitic religious 
or ethnic hostility compared with the East Coast and the often far more intol-
erant European continent. This allowed western Jews a degree of freedom to 
dream and succeed to a remarkable and otherwise unprecedented degree in 
America, and this marks the West as particularly fertile land of opportunity 
for Jews. 

To say the least, this archival work has been a labor of love for everyone 
involved. We are confident that we have rescued a treasure house of historical 
material and, with it, the life stories and legacies of an important group of early 
westerners. That is a gift rarely granted, and we are grateful for the chance to be 
a part of this ongoing history of our people. 
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Appendix 

From this vast collection of material we have often pulled out what we like to 
call snippets; they provide a miniature glimpse of life for the early Jewish set-
tlers, and it is perhaps of interest to reproduce a few of these here. Taken as 
individual moments in time and circumstance, or collectively as part of a much 
larger mosaic of history, these “snippets” evoke aspects of the rich cultural, 
social, and familial history of Jews in the far West. 

Some had to do with buSineSS dealingS: 
•	 June 23, 1882 from the Los Angeles Times: “Mr. E. Berman, of Bloomington, 

Illinois, an experienced watchmaker, has just arrived to take a position on the force 
of Platt and Page, the jewelers.” 

•	 August 24, 1882 from the Los Angeles Times: “People vs. Martin Weiss. For keeping 
a place where gambling with dice is permitted; jury waived; demurrer to complaint 
overruled; plead not guilty; case tried; defendant found guilty as charged; at re-
quest of defendant, sentence postponed until 9½ A.M. today.” 

•	 December 6, 1873 from the Los Angeles Times: “THE CASH STORE—Harris and 
Jacoby. These gentlemen, who own one of the best stock establishments in the City, 
have just received a shipment of new merchandise. There is hardly a thing you 
might ask for that cannot be found in their establishment.” 

Gents furnishing, Fancy Goods, Yankee Notions, Toys Musical Instruments, 
baby wagons, school books and stationery, cigars and tobacco, fresh garden 

seeds. 
•	 October 19, 1860 from The Weekly Gleaner: “Mr. L. L. Dennery, formerly of this 

city [San Francisco], has associated himself with Mr. Willis, at San Bernardino, in 
the practice of the law, and, convinced of the integrity of Mr. Dennery, we wish the 
firm of Willis & Dennery success.” 

•	 February 1, 1860 from The Weekly Gleaner: “Betrothed—Leon L. Dennery and 
Jane Jacobs.”

•	 April 22, 1876 from La Cronica: “We are publishing today the notice of Bernardo 
Salomon, tailor. His prices are not only the most modest in town, but he also co-
lours all kinds of clothing and fixes carriage awnings.” 

Some were cultural:
•	 Los Angeles 1884 from the Star: “Los Angeles has acquired a really ‘elegant’ theater: 

Childs’ Opera House. About this time, Al Levy took up his stand in front of the 
Opera House with his little push cart and his famous California oyster cocktails.” 
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Some had to do with religion:
•	 July 17, 1857, a letter from M. Raphael to the Weekly Gleaner described the “soon-

to-be erected synagogue in Jackson, Amador County. We thank all who donated to 
the structure for Jewish worship in the Mother Lode country.”

•	 September 20, 1876: “Rosh Hashanah afternoon was spent in visiting, where out-
of-towners renewed old acquaintances and families held pleasant reunions.” 

•	 September 20, 1865 from The Hebrew: “On Monday last, the respected wife of Mr. 
Simon Appel, a co-religionist, was received into the Holy Covenant by the Rev. 
Fr. Henry A. Henry. The lady has been married to Mr. Appel about a year, and 
her amiable qualities have endeared her to all who have had the pleasure of her 
acquaintance.” 

Some had to do with rabbiS: 
•	 April 15, 1887 from the American Israelite: “I have recently heard that the Rev. Dr. 

Schrieber has made a good speck in real estate. Good, I am glad if it is true, though 
I believe some people think it next thing to a crime for a minister to make a dollar.” 

Some dealt with daily life:
•	 April 18, 1868 from the Jackson Amador Dispatch: “A woman named Celia Levy, 

keeper of a saloon in Portland (Ore.), was shot lately by a man named Charles 
Starr. She said Starr owed her $3, and commenced calling each other names, and it 
ended in shooting her through the left lung.” 

•	 June 6, 1883 from the Los Angeles Times: “Dr. Wise has been making some ex-
tensive improvements in his residence on Main Street. He has had the interior 
papered and frescoed and made use of the many aesthetic devices so fashionable 
at present. Altogether he has been to the expense of $3,700.” 

Some had to do with politicS:
•	 March 24, 1855 from the Weekly Chronicle: “There is nothing in the law to prevent 

a Jew from holding office. It does not sound well here, with all our boast of free-
dom and liberality, to commence a crusade against that sect because they do not 
agree with our faith. They are citizens, no?” 

Some had to do with the law:
•	 March 10, 1888 from the Los Angeles Times: “B. Solomon, the notorious ‘fence’, 

held to answer on charge of receiving stolen goods, spent last night in jail—his bail 
raised from $2,000 to $3,000 which he was unable to pay.” 



Postscript: The Western States Jewish History Archives 53

To be sure, these are but the briefest introduction to the fascinating history of 
Jews in California; yet, even their fleeting, momentary nature reminds us of the 
world that awaits the careful, patient researcher intent upon delving into the 
documentary, visual, and other records that bespeak the history of a people, a 
region, and a time. 
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From Civic Defense to Civil Rights:  
The Growth of Jewish American Interracial 

Civil Rights Activism in Los Angeles

Shana Bernstein

               NtroductioN
         Jewish Americans helped develop an interracial form of civil rights Iactivism in Los Angeles during the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s. 
They were often a central organizing force behind interracial coalitions that 
appeared in Los Angeles during this period. Jewish Americans’ interracial ori-
entation was rooted in the 1930s, when they increasingly realized that they 
were not safe, even on the far west coast of the United States and an ocean away 
from Germany. Their realization sparked a new form of civic defense activism 
to protect themselves. 

Los Angeles Jewish Americans’ activism transformed during World 
War II, as they increasingly realized that they could protect themselves best by 
helping to protect others as well. They shifted from monitoring only their own 
safety to increasingly working in collaboration with other local and national 
minority groups to ensure the greater safety of all, specifically through the pur-
suit of greater civil rights. The Cold War only deepened this commitment, as 
Jews’ quadruple fear of racial violence, ongoing discrimination, becoming red-
baiters’ targets, and the spread of communism led them to build alliances for 
self-protection and to fight communism.

This paper traces the Jewish community’s increasing involvement in in-
terracial civil rights struggles through one group in particular, the Community 
Relations Council, or CRC. By the mid 1940s, the CRC became known as the 
organized Jewish community’s primary intergroup relations organization and 
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played a crucial role in building alliances between the Jewish community and 
other minority groups.1

the 1930s: Formative years
Jews in Los Angeles had created a community infrastructure in earlier years, 
but before the 1930s they had few organizations which focused significant en-
ergy on defending their community. Nazi activities and other forms of rising 
domestically-rooted anti-Semitism in Los Angeles during the 1930s, though, 
sparked new action in a community that had done relatively little in the way 
of self-protection in previous decades. Local Jews realized the extent to which 
dangerous racial philosophies abroad and at home made them vulnerable even 
in the “City of Angels,” far from Germany. This recognition marked the official 
beginning of the Los Angeles Jewish community’s struggle to fight for its own 
rights and, later, for other minorities’ rights. 

Jewish Americans faced increasing exclusion and anti-Semitism dur-
ing the 1930s, though conditions for them were more tolerable than they were 
for other Los Angeles communities, namely, African Americans, Mexican 
Americans, and Japanese Americans, the city’s other three most prevalent 
minority groups. Jews’ rights were never openly attacked in any “reputable 
quarter,” according to historians Max Vorspan and Lloyd Gartner, and no sig-
nificant public figure or major party spoke out against them. But despite this 
“façade of safety,” a small group of local Nazis, including the numerous fascist 
organizations that were active in Los Angeles, like the German Bund, made 
their lives increasingly more difficult (Vorspan and Gartner 205).2 

Publicity surrounding one particular incident revealed the anti-Semitic 
danger lurking in Los Angeles. On September 19 and 30, 1935, fascist sympa-
thizers distributed approximately 50,000 copies of an anti-Semitic pamphlet 
around Los Angeles. They inserted the pamphlet in home editions of the Los 
Angeles Times, the largest newspaper in the Southern California region. They 
also posted them on Southern California telephone poles, slipped them un-
der doors, left them on street corners, and tossed them into automobiles. The 
propaganda shocked many Jewish and other Los Angeles residents when they 
opened their morning paper and walked through their neighborhoods. Some 
Times employees apparently had sneaked it into the paper, allegedly without 
management’s knowledge. The pamphlet claimed that Jews displayed “un-
speakably bestial degeneracy.” They supposedly had a “distinctly racial pro-
gram” which called for “the seduction of a SHIKSE (any Gentile girl, young or 
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unprotected)” and performed “lewd and lascivious acts . . . intended to intro-
duce vice and perversions into the lives of small children.” Among many other 
attacks, the pamphlet charged that Jews “have promoted a widespread con-
tempt for the ordinary virtues of honor and honesty in business,” and asserted 
that Jews owned the movies, radio, and many magazines and newspapers—
which all was part of an attempt to control access to “our people” (American 
Nationalist Party, in McWilliams; see Pitt 8–9, 20; and Gardner 86–87).

The main threat to Los Angeles Jews, though, came in more “respect-
able” forms of anti-Semitism, especially from groups like the Ku Klux Klan 
that used so-called gentlemen’s agreements to exclude Jews from home owner-
ship and social groups in Los Angeles neighborhoods. Restrictive covenants 
completely closed many areas to Jews. Elite social and business clubs and even 
the Chamber of Commerce, which in earlier years had Jewish founders and 
officers, began to exclude Jews. Certain kinds of employment effectively barred 
them; jobs as lawyers, except in Jewish firms, were generally off-limits, as were 
public school teacher positions. Myths circulated on Los Angeles radio that 
Jews had caused the depression and war (Vorspan and Gartner 205–06).

Jewish community leaders called meetings to discuss this rising anti-
Semitism. Out of one such meeting in 1933 sprang the Community Relations 
Committee (hereafter CRC)—called the Community Committee until 1941, 
the “civic protective” group which began as a watchdog agency to monitor lo-
cal fascist and anti-Semitic activities. The realization that Hitlerism was not 
to be contained in Europe, the CRC’s first executive secretary Leon Lewis 
emphasized, led to his organization’s creation. “Profiting by the experience of 
our unfortunate co-religionists in Germany,” Lewis explained to other Jewish 
community officials two years after the CRC’s formation, “small committees in 
several of the larger cities [including Los Angeles] have operated quietly and 
efficiently since the early part of 1933 to stem a mounting wave of organized 
activity against the Jew [in the United States]” (Lewis, Letter to Hilborn). At 
the end of the CRC’s first year, Lewis reflected upon the Los Angeles Jewish 
community’s sudden awareness of the danger it faced. While “American Jews 
[had] been confronted with no serious problem of this character” in previous 
years, Lewis explained, “suddenly the inspiration of Hitlerism resulted in the 
mushroom growth of a movement” of anti-Semitism (Lewis, Memorandum).

Jewish community leaders originally formed the CRC to monitor and 
report on the activities of local groups perceived to be threats to Jews and to 
democracy more generally. Consequently, in its early years the CRC focused 
primarily on monitoring fascist and pro-Nazi groups like the Friends of New 
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Germany, the German American Bund, and the Silver Shirts, as well as other 
anti-Semitic and racist groups such as the KKK. The CRC strove in the 1930s 
to be a clearinghouse for anti-Nazi efforts. It gathered and processed infor-
mation about such groups, and countered their propaganda through public 
education (Lewis, Letter to Mischel). Because Jewish community members 
believed that officials and the public were not aware or vigilant enough about 
the threats posed by these groups, they felt both a strong responsibility and a 
heavy burden for bringing their activities to the public’s attention. The CRC 
sent spies to infiltrate Nazi and pro-German organizations’ meetings, moni-
tored their publications, followed their public activities, and gauged their in-
fluence throughout the city. Spies reported back to the CRC about Bund and 
Friends of New Germany members’ activities, including what cars they drove, 
where they drove them, who they talked and associated with, and what they 
discussed at their meetings. The CRC developed relationships with publishers 
of local Jewish and other presses in an attempt to persuade them to monitor 
and expose the groups’ activities in their newspapers. It also published exten-
sive reports in the News Research Service, a publicity organization with close 
ties to the CRC. The CRC sponsored educational workshops. It also pressed 
law enforcement officials and politicians to meet with CRC members with the 
hope of increasing their vigilance. The CRC took credit for certain victories—
for instance, for reducing the membership in the Friends of New Germany 
from 350 to 130 (Lewis, Summary of Operations).3 The CRC became a main 
organization occupied with the defense, protection and civil rights of the Los 
Angeles Jewish community in the 1930s.

During the 1930s, and through the first decades of its existence, the CRC 
spoke for the many constituent organizations in the greater organized Jewish 
community of Los Angeles, which all represented a relatively small but grow-
ing community. Many members of the Jewish community living in East LA 
neighborhoods like Boyle Heights were working-class and immigrant, while 
those in central and western LA tended to be more middle-class and American-
born. Between 1927 and 1941, greater Los Angeles’s Jewish American popu-
lation doubled from approximately 65,000 to 130,000 (Vorspan and Gartner 
287). Many Los Angeles Jews, especially immigrants, had ties to radical or-
ganizations and ideologies, socialists as well as communists. These included 
organizations like the Jewish Peoples’ Fraternal Order, a workers’ group with 
communist affiliations and about 5,000 Southern California members. Many 
LA Jews affiliated through the numerous synagogues in LA, while others main-
ly identified through a growing Jewish secular community structure. Even the 
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secular organizations were extremely diverse, ranging from the rather left-
leaning American Jewish Congress to the more conservative American Jewish 
Committee.

CRC members were both Republicans and Democrats. It drew partici-
pation from a wide array of influential Jewish Los Angeles civic, business, and 
cultural leaders. Hollywood figures supported the CRC and participated in its 
activities to varying degrees, though for the most part they provided financial 
backing rather than day-to-day involvement. Prominent participants included 
the Warner brothers, Louis B. Mayer—MGM’s president until 1951—Adolph 
Zukor—the founder of Paramount Pictures—and eventually Dore Schary—the 
screenwriter and producer who succeeded Mayer as MGM’s president (Lewis, 
Letter to Pacht).4 Business community representatives on the CRC included 
executives of large department stores such as the May Company and Bullocks 
and Barkers. Leaders of the Jewish legal community became especially active, 
including judges Harry Hollzer, Isaac Pacht, and Stanley Mosk. Prominent 
attorneys included representatives of Loeb and Loeb and Mendel Silberberg. 
Among the most influential members were Silberberg, Pacht, and Mosk. One 
of his contemporaries described Silberberg as a local “king maker” because 
of his political influence with people like Mayor Fletcher Bowron and even 
Republican Governor Earl Warren.5 Pacht and Mosk were well connected, too. 
After serving as California Governor Culbert Olson’s legal secretary until Earl 
Warren replaced Olson in 1942, Mosk became a Los Angeles County Superior 
Court Judge. He later became California’s Attorney General (1958) and then 
a California Supreme Court justice (1964). Pacht, who became an important 
member of the Jewish community, as well as a prominent figure in interracial 
organizing efforts in the 1940s and 1950s, was appointed to the Los Angeles 
Superior Court in 1931 and to the State Board of Prison Directors in 1940. 
Because many of the CRC’s members were connected to politicians and were 
influential judges, lawyers, and Hollywood people themselves, the organiza-
tion had access to local and state political power.

Though the CRC claimed to speak for the Jewish community as a whole, 
it most directly represented certain elements of this community—especially its 
more middle-class and upper-middle-class segments. Arguably, it is difficult, if 
not impossible, for any one organization to represent a community as diverse 
as LA’s Jewish community during the 1930s. But because the CRC spoke with 
the voice of the organized Jewish community and was often taken as such by 
the larger mainstream political and lay community, it held a certain authority. 
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Its actions mattered a great deal in Jewish Los Angeles, and eventually to a 
larger political and social world in the city, state, and even the nation.

World War ii: iNterracial collaboratioN begiNs
Pearl Harbor and the United States’ entry into World War II in 1941 marked 
a turning point for LA’s Jewish American community as a whole, and for this 
important Jewish community organization in particular. The federal and lo-
cal government’s more active involvement in Nazi groups’ activities, which 
officially became subversive once the United States entered the war against 
Germany, enabled the CRC to shift to other issues important to the Jewish 
community. Officials began arresting numerous Angelenos and charging them, 
as Nazis, with subversive activities. A federal grand jury indicted the former 
West Coast chairman of the German-American Bund and Silver Shirt mem-
ber Herman Schwinn on charges of conspiracy and sedition. It also indicted 
Frank K. Ferenz, who had been distributing Nazi films, and Hans Diebel, the 
Aryan Book Store’s operator (“6 Southland Folk Indicted as Seditious”; “More 
Sedition Cases Seen”). CRC members found themselves relieved of enough of 
this monitoring work to shift their focus from civic defense. 

At the same time, CRC members increasingly realized that they could 
pursue their interests best by collaborating with other minority groups, who 
like themselves became increasingly visible in the city during and especially 
after the war. Los Angeles was transforming from a largely white Protestant city 
early in the century to one whose population by 1950 was approximately twen-
ty percent minority, including mostly African Americans, Mexican Americans, 
Japanese Americans, and Jews.6 Many of these diverse recent migrants came 
because of stories they heard about the sunny weather and the “good life” in 
this spacious city, as well as to take advantage of growing job opportunities, 
which the war brought to western cities like Los Angeles. Jewish Americans 
in the CRC now focused on building civil rights bridges with these other mi-
norities and liberal “Anglos,” which became their organization’s main focus 
after 1941. By mid-1943, they increasingly discussed ways to strengthen rela-
tions with other minority groups, especially African and Mexican Americans. 
They offered assistance to groups like the Fellowship Center, which sought 
to establish a community center in eastern Los Angeles that would provide 
“some effective help . . . to the Negroes” (CRC, Minutes of Public Relations 
Subcommittee Meeting, April 29, 1943). Lewis and the CRC initiated a cam-
paign with the County Committee for Interracial Progress to persuade local 



From Civic Defense to Civil Rights 61

department stores to depict others than Anglo-Saxon, blue-eyed children in 
their Christmas displays (Lewis, Letter to Gleason). The Jewish Community 
Council (JCC), the umbrella organization for the organized Jewish commu-
nity, encouraged its members to join the local Urban League to show support 
for its work and the black community (LA Jewish Community Council, Letter 
to members, February 7, 1944).

Jewish Americans often played key roles in interracial anti-discrimina-
tion efforts, which incorporated religious, labor, and industry leaders as well 
as representatives from communities like Mexican Americans and African 
Americans (LeBerthon).7 The CRC, in particular, became one of the most ac-
tive catalysts for civil rights coalition building. It used its members’ powerful 
political and community connections to convince Mayor Bowron and other 
leaders to initiate race relations projects. Silberberg, Pacht, and other CRC 
members persuaded Mayor Bowron in 1945 to propose a Mayor’s Community 
Relations Board to permanently counsel LA minority groups, help ease racial 
tensions in the Mexican and “Negro” communities, and deal with local anti-
Semitism and anti-Catholicism. The ordinance ultimately failed in spite of 
Bowron’s support, but it nevertheless marks an increase in Jewish interests in 
multiracial anti-discrimination efforts (Silberberg, Letter to Cooke).

The CRC’s decision to team up with other minorities was neither easy 
nor unanimous. Community members wrangled with each other over the de-
sirability of aligning with other, “worse off ” minority groups. Their interracial 
involvement by the middle—and especially by the end—of the war represent-
ed a clear shift. In 1941, CRC members were reluctant to ally with African 
Americans. They debated joining African Americans also working to fight 
state employment discrimination by establishing a California race relations 
commission. Though many meeting attendees in principle supported legisla-
tion proposed by Augustus Hawkins, the African American Assemblyman, the 
dominant perspective that “we should not get behind so-called racial bills as 
Jews and classify ourselves with the colored group” triumphed. CRC members 
“unanimously opposed . . . the sponsorship of any legislation at this time.”8 
While an aversion to publicly associating with such a clearly downtrodden 
group, given their own precarious status, explains some of Jews’ resistance, 
prejudice against African Americans helps explain this resistance to coopera-
tive efforts as well.

But by the end of World War II, the CRC and other Jewish organiza-
tions expressed a markedly different attitude towards building coalitions with 
other, more obviously marginalized minorities. The CRC’s postwar stance on 



62 Shana Bernstein

cooperating with African Americans to fight employment discrimination il-
lustrates this shift. By the late 1940s the CRC listed establishing a statewide Fair 
Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) as a top priority. Isaac Pacht, the 
past president of the Los Angeles Jewish Federation Council and past chairman 
of the CRC, joined C. L. Dellums, a prominent leader of the African American 
labor and civil rights organization, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
to co-chair a multiracial statewide organization formed to fight employment 
discrimination. The two secretaries of this committee, the California Fair 
Practices Committee, were Max Mont of the Southern California Jewish Labor 
Committee and Bill Becker of San Francisco’s Jewish Labor Committee (Pitt 
53). Observers credited both the African American and Jewish communities 
for initiating the effort, which others (Mexican Americans, Asian Americans, 
and whites) joined (Sherman). 

the cold War: iNterracial activism coNtiNues
The Los Angeles Jewish community’s heightened commitment to interracial 
coalition building continued during the early Cold War era. In one major ex-
ample, the organized Jewish community, through the CRC, helped support 
the establishment of the first enduring civil rights organization for the largest 
urban Mexican-origin population in the United States, which still exists to-
day. The Community Service Organization (CSO), a civil rights organization 
which served mostly Mexican-origin Angelenos but also all of the Eastside’s 
diverse residents, emerged in 1947. It began as a Los Angeles organization but 
by 1963 had established thirty-four chapters across the Southwest, primarily in 
California, with over 10,000 paid members. The CSO was the first organization 
to broker relationships effectively between Los Angeles’ Mexican American 
people and the city and county of Los Angeles, and it became the most suc-
cessful Cold War-era organization for Los Angeles Mexican Americans. The 
bulk of the activism that created the impetus for the CSO emerged out of the 
Mexican American community, with the assistance of the Anglo activist Fred 
Ross.

But Jewish American community support was crucial to the CSO’s sur-
vival in its early years. From 1947 to 1950 the bulk of its funding came pri-
marily from the Los Angeles Jewish community. The CSO’s executive director 
recognized the importance of the Jewish support, explaining that without the 
CRC’s funding, the CSO could not operate the next year (CSO memo, April 
18,1951; CRC Meeting Minutes, August 30, 1948; CRC Meeting Minutes, July 
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14, 1949). The Jewish Community, through the CRC, did more than provide 
financial assistance to the CSO. It consulted with the Mexican American com-
munity, through the CSO, on legal, political, and financial matters. The CRC 
shared its expertise in the field of community relations and organizations with 
Mexican Americans, as it also did from time to time with Japanese Americans 
and African Americans (Guzman; CRC Minutes, August 31, 1950). It helped 
the CSO achieve tax-exempt status, provided assistance for legal problems and 
court cases, helped find employment for Mexican American community mem-
bers, and consulted with the CSO on starting children’s camps and dealing with 
“youth problems” and “educational problems.” It also worked with the CSO 
on police brutality issues, participating in activities to educate the LA police 
department on minority issues in the interests of preventing overuse of force. 
When the CSO pressured the police department to initiate a police training 
program on minority issues and treatment in 1949, the director of the CRC 
gave such a successful lecture that the academy asked him to return to conduct 
more (CRC Meeting Minutes of Committee on Agencies, October 21, 1949; 
CRC Meeting Minutes Subcommittee on CSO, August 31, 1950).

The CRC made cooperation with and support for the CSO a central proj-
ect. Its members believed that the CSO’s work was crucial to both the Mexican 
American and the Jewish American communities. As a memo explained, “The 
Staff Committee felt that this project carried the greatest impact . . . of any proj-
ect submitted to the CRC” (CRC, Memo August 13, 1948). The CRC’s executive 
director Fred Herzberg similarly emphasized to CRC members the importance 
of their support for the CSO, which exemplified “grass roots democracy at its 
best” (Herzberg, Letter to CRC members). The CRC further urged Jewish 
community members to value this “extremely important operation [the CSO] 
. . . which receives almost its sole support through the CRC” in no small part 
because it promoted democracy by “furnishing the means whereby Mexican 
Americans’ civic consciousness may be expressed” (CRC, Memo, September 
6, 1949). CRC members strongly supported the CSO in part because they be-
lieved it would, by helping break down the Mexican American community’s 
“suspicion of outsiders,” allow the two communities to work more closely to-
gether (CRC, Memo, September 6, 1949). Such naïve comments reveal that 
Jewish community members did not understand the Mexican-origin commu-
nity very well. Other reasons more likely explained why Mexican Americans 
remained more isolated than others, including language barriers, constant im-
migration, and shock remaining from the government-assisted deportations 
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of Mexicans and Mexican Americans during the 1930s, not to mention power 
imbalances between the Jewish and Mexican communities.

But whatever the reasons, until the CSO the two communities had not 
had a significant vehicle for political collaboration. Now when members of 
the Jewish American community like Isaac Pacht, who also chaired the Los 
Angeles branch of the Council for Equality in Employment—a multiracial 
organization that fought employment discrimination—wanted to forge alli-
ances with Mexican Americans, he could contact CSO leaders. Pacht did so in 
1949 to request their participation on the Council’s steering committee (Pacht, 
Letter to Nava).9

At first glance, it seems surprising that members of these two ethno-
racial groups would collaborate in the late 1940s and early 1950s. First, the geo-
graphic, social, and economic distance between the two was growing, which 
intuitively makes finding common ground less likely. It seems strange that Jews, 
who were increasingly integrated and successful, would be interested in join-
ing forces with more marginalized groups like African Americans, Mexican 
Americans, and others. Second, 1947 was the same year that marked the be-
ginning of the conservative Cold War era, which supposedly stifled meaning-
ful social reform activism. The federal government passed the Taft-Hartley 
anti-labor act, and states, cities, and counties like California and Los Angeles 
implemented loyalty oaths, all of which made civil rights activism more dif-
ficult. Interracial collaboration, which also was a part of the Communist Party 
platform, especially appeared dangerous, since even resembling communist 
programs jeopardized civil rights efforts.10

However, the increasing distance between the Mexican American and 
Jewish American communities and the Cold War are exactly some of the con-
ditions that help explain the CRC’s interest in collaborating with the CSO. 
First, the increasing socio-economic disparity between the two groups in the 
postwar period ironically impelled Jewish Americans to work to improve con-
ditions for poor Eastside communities like the Mexican-origin population. 
Because escalating tensions threatened their own safety and security, Jewish 
Americans hoped to minimize such tensions by helping poorer communities 
improve their conditions.

Relations between the Jewish and Mexican American communities in 
East Los Angeles were particularly strained. Mexican Americans saw that while 
their conditions were not improving, and even perhaps were getting worse, 
their Jewish neighbors on the Eastside were moving to nicer neighborhoods; 
even those who stayed benefited from support from the growing—in both size 
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and resources—Jewish community elsewhere in Los Angeles. Increasing so-
cial and economic success accompanied the LA Jewish American community’s 
wartime and postwar growth. From 1941 to 1951 the city’s Jewish population 
surged from 130,000 to 315,000 (Vorspan and Gartner 287). This represented a 
262% increase in only ten years. Many Jews came to take advantage of wartime 
opportunities. Many others moved soon after the war to the city of sun, which 
they first had seen while stationed there in the military. While a greater propor-
tion of earlier migrants settled in the city’s poorer and more immigrant east-
side, these increasingly middle-class migrants more likely settled in the more 
affluent—and whiter—West Side. Mexican Americans, on the other hand, were 
largely confined to ever more isolated Mexican American neighborhoods on 
the city’s eastside.11

Increasingly differing class status distanced the two groups from each 
other. In the schools, for instance, a report observed, “The great barrier to the 
acceptance of Mexican children by Jewish children is the middle-class bias of the 
Jewish parents expressed in excessive concern over dirt and disease.” This same 
report by the Chicago-based interracial organization the American Council 
on Race Relations explained that police action towards the two groups differed 
and “contribute[d] to the increase of community tension between middle-class 
Jews and lower-class Mexicans” (American Council on Race Relations 14). 
Though the report expressed the differences in terms of class, this “class” bias 
was undoubtedly intertwined with a racial bias, as Jewish Americans were be-
coming increasingly integrated into American society, and accepted as white, 
while their fellow Americans increasingly categorized Mexican Americans as 
brown “others.”12

Another report by the CSO, surveying the Eastside scene, highlighted 
this racial and class tension: “The obvious contrast between their neighbor-
hoods and those of other parts of the city bred frustration and bitterness 
[among Mexican Americans],” the report explained. “These, in turn, found 
expression in intergroup hostility and scape-goating with particular reference 
on the Eastside to the adjacent Jewish Community” (CSO/Industrial Areas 
Foundation ). 

Additionally, Jewish retailers and landlords were sometimes accused of 
exploitation by their former Eastside Mexican American neighbors. As Jews 
across the United States moved up and out socio-economically and geographi-
cally in this period, they sometimes retained businesses and rental proper-
ties in their former neighborhoods, causing resentment and tensions with 
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the minority communities who remained behind (Conference re the Watts 
Community Situation).13

CRC leaders hoped their support for the CSO would be a key to sooth-
ing tensions between Mexicans and Jews on LA’s Eastside. They justified Jewish 
participation by explaining that it “deflects the hostility which exists in that 
community against the Jews, to constructive social issues of benefit to the 
Mexican-American and the Jew alike.” The CSO could “by its very existence 
. . . prevent race riots such as have happened before in this city.” CRC leaders 
claimed it already had “no doubt prevented serious repercussions which might 
have otherwise happened on the East Side” (CRC, Memo, September 6, 1949). 
In this view, the CSO helped not only Mexican Americans but also helped “de-
velop a tremendous amount of understanding among all the groups on the 
east side” (CRC, Meeting Minutes, February 3, 1950). CRC executive director 
Herzberg countered a CRC member’s protest that the CRC should stop fund-
ing the CSO, whose work the member believed to be valuable but not “closely 
related enough to the activities of the Jewish community,” by explaining that 
its “prophylactic value” was “a relatively cheap investment” for the Jewish com-
munity. Preventing “gang fights and similar anti-social acts,” Herzberg argued, 
“was more important than trying to quell such fights after they have begun” 
(CRC, Meeting Minutes, July 14, 1949). Herzberg’s comment about Mexican 
Americans’ supposed proclivity to violence reveals prejudiced assumptions. 
But it also shows that Jews viewed bridge-building projects as critical for their 
survival.

Jewish Americans further valued building support from other less suc-
cessful communities like Mexican Americans (and African Americans) be-
cause their own overall increasing wealth and social acceptance did not shield 
them from discrimination. The persistent discrimination they faced also helps 
explain Jews’ continued interest in collaborative initiatives to fight ongoing in-
equality. In less than one year—from August 1946 to June 1947—the Bureau 
of Jewish Economic Problems received 103 complaints from Los Angeles Jews 
upset with employment discrimination (Jager). Jews faced difficulty securing 
certain kinds of jobs in the late 1940s and early 1950s, including positions at 
insurance agencies and banks, and in the finance, mining, petroleum refin-
ing, and heavy manufacturing industries. Many private employment agencies 
refused their applications, arguing they could not place them (Vorspan and 
Gartner 238–47).14 Jews also found it hard to break into local politics; early 
1950s disputes about the Board of Education were framed in anti-Semitic terms, 
and many postwar Angelenos willingly received the well-known anti-Semite 
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Gerald L. K. Smith. The Congregationalist Reverend James W. Fifield and other 
local anti-Semites’ radio sermons reached receptive audiences (Vorspan and 
Gartner 238–47).15 The American Automobile Association listed certain hotels 
as “restricted” from Jews (Kingman). Vandals marked anti-Semitic symbols 
on Jewish establishments, including painting two swastikas on a Los Angeles 
temple and six swastikas on stores and walls in one East Los Angeles area, 
painting crosses on two families’ apartment doors, vandalizing a Jewish cem-
etery in Bell Gardens, and shattering the windows and destroying the Torah 
of a Jewish community center.16 Teachers at one eastside junior high school 
were both “outspokenly anti-Semitic as well as anti-Mexican,” according to the 
American Council on Race Relations, which reported that “the Jewish adoles-
cent discovers that his middle-class status gives him no immunity” (American 
Council on Race Relations 13). Clearly, Jews’ increasing mobility did not mean 
they were safe, and many sought strategic alliances as a measure of protection.

Civil rights-minded Jewish Americans also hoped that anti-discrim-
ination alliances would help protect them against another postwar danger: 
red-baiting. The Cold War was a seemingly strange time to begin new collab-
orative civil rights initiatives, and continue others, because red-baiting made 
pursuing civil rights activism more dangerous. Extreme red-baiters frequently 
falsely targeted all civil rights activities as communistic, which threatened to 
undermine all equality efforts. This was especially true in Los Angeles, a city 
rumored to have the second largest U.S. Communist Party presence after New 
York City, as well as Hollywood, long-suspected of harboring communists and 
other radicals. Los Angeles became the focus of many House Un-American 
Activities investigations, while California developed the first and one of the 
strongest state Un-American Activities Committee in the nation, also known 
as the Tenney Committee after legislator Jack B. Tenney. This committee was 
particularly active in Los Angeles because of the city’s known communist and 
radical presence. Tenney labeled many Jewish Americans, as well as other mi-
nority civil rights activists, communists or fellow travelers, including many 
groups and individuals with no communist links such as the CRC’s Judge Isaac 
Pacht and the American Jewish Congress.

Reformers like those in the CRC who hoped to maintain their efficacy 
in the face of mounting anti-communist suspicions responded to such dangers 
by making their equality initiatives legitimate and all-American. They did so 
by positioning themselves as anti-communist activists, articulating a middle 
ground anti-communism which created a space for civil rights. They reclaimed 
civil rights from the red baiters, carving a space for their approach which they 
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defined as the most American Cold War path because it was an antidote to 
communism. Their civil rights goals became all-American Cold War impera-
tives which could help democratically-minded Americans counter both un-
American conservatism and radicalism and fight communism most effectively.

Cold War activists labeled as unjust indiscriminate anti-communism 
which jeopardized “legitimate” civil rights efforts, using language of un-Amer-
icanism to shore up their accusations. They charged that indiscriminate anti-
communists used the radical label to suppress legitimate struggles to build a 
more egalitarian society, and thus a better democracy. CRC activists protested 
that extreme anti-communism targeted civil rights organizations en masse 
and threatened to entrap all organizations working to extend democracy in 
the United States by eliminating discrimination, protecting civil rights, and 
promoting equality of opportunity. The CRC expressed growing opposition to 
Tenney, for instance, by accusing his committee of undemocratic conduct. The 
Tenney Committee’s false accusation against the American Jewish Congress 
(he declared it a communist front organization in 1947) was, CRC members 
explained, “in keeping with [its] unsavory record . . . since its inception—a 
record replete with instances of the Committee’s use of its power to smear lib-
eral American organizations and individuals” (CRC Declaration, 1948). They 
argued that Tenney’s 1949 accusation that Judge Pacht was in the Stalin or-
bit “aid[ed] and encourage[ed] Communism in our State” (Herzberg, Letter 
to Pacht). Jewish community activists also claimed that Tenney’s downfall 
would bring a “nation-wide victory for democracy and decency,” and joined 
forces first to defeat his 1952 bid for the 22nd US Congressional District (the 
San Fernando Valley) and later (1954) his State Senate re-election campaign 
(Jewish Information Service, Facts for Action Report, June 1954).

Their fight against red-baiters who targeted racial equality advocates 
epitomized Americanism, Cold War CRC activists and their allies in the 
Jewish community argued. While the efforts of extreme red-baiters to stifle 
civil rights progress endangered the country, their own efforts to oppose rac-
ism helped ensure domestic security by preventing communists from stealing 
the hearts and minds of minorities. Legislation which unfairly targeted civil 
rights activists, particularly minorities, was dangerous to democracy, they 
emphasized. Such legislation would both fail to curb the communist danger 
and pose new dangers, which would destroy democracy even more surely than 
communism itself. It threatened to repress legitimate, democratic, civil rights 
activists whose anti-racist platforms resembled communist agendas. Instead, 
explicitly anti-racist legislation would most effectively defeat communism. All 
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“loyal Americans” who hoped to “combat Communism,” CRC allies explained, 
must help extend civil rights for all Americans, including employment, educa-
tion, housing, and public accommodation, since communism flourished when 
minority groups faced discrimination. In these terms, not addressing racial, 
religious and national origin groups’ “just grievances” endangered democracy 
(Slawson).

Making their own civil rights agenda into tools to fight communism 
and “increase democracy” meant countering communists as well as extreme 
anti-communists. Anti-communist activists like those in the CRC marginal-
ized former allies now deemed “unacceptable.” Many communities—including 
labor, African Americans, Jewish Americans, and others—split from within in 
this way during the early Cold War. In some cases, the anti-communism of the 
CRC and the organized Jewish community in general was ideological, while in 
others such agencies asserted that they must protect themselves against being 
identified with radicalism in order to maintain their effectiveness. The CRC 
took on “the position as sentinel organization to keep our Jewish community 
alert to any and all organizations that pose as one thing and are in fact some-
thing else,” it declared. “Our Jewish community in common with the majority 
of the American people declares that it is not Communistic or Fascistic and 
that it is devoted to the American democratic ideals, Constitution and Bill of 
Rights” (CRC, Press release [undated], 1947).

In one important instance, after much struggle and turmoil from late 
1948 until early 1951, the organized Los Angeles Jewish Community expelled 
one leftist Jewish workers group with about 5,000 Southern California mem-
bers, the Jewish People’s Fraternal Order (JPFO), from its communal structure. 
The CRC played a key role in this investigation and decision. The CRC ex-
plained the danger the JPFO posed and the underlying rationale for this ex-
treme measure. The JPFO’s ties to communists and other radical organizations, 
it emphasized, have “the seeds of great injury to the Jewish Community . . . [in 
terms of] the state of mind of the general public [’s fear concerning] the recent 
tenseness between the United States and Russia” (CRC, Meeting minutes, April 
2, 1950). Such reasoning led to the JPFO’s expulsion.

At the same time, such “all-American” anti-communist activists who 
recognized the dangers posed by what they viewed as extremes—both red-
baiters and communists—looked to other well-reputed groups to shore up 
their strength and reinforce their anti-communist, civil rights agenda. They 
decided to build their legitimacy through strategic alliances with acceptable 
(anti-communist) segments of society and came to believe that they could 
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advance shared goals better together than individually, despite their differ-
ences. In this way, the Cold War climate facilitated CRC members’ interest in 
cooperating with Mexican Americans through the CSO. 

An urgency to protect themselves from accusations of communism in-
spired and reinforced the Jewish community’s interest in collaborating with the 
CSO, whose implicit anti-communism it found reassuring. A CSO publicity 
pamphlet explained the organization’s stated anti-communist motivations: “To 
drive out Communism we must strike at conditions which foster its growth” 
(CSO, “Across the River”). Bert Corona, a prominent Mexican American re-
former at the time, later recalled that limiting communist influence, par-
ticularly from the Mexican American “red” members of other Los Angeles 
organizations, was one of the CSO’s reasons for organizing (Garcia 164).17 
Leonard Bloom spoke for many in the Jewish community when he lauded the 
CSO’s efforts to “protect itself from being captured or exploited by Stalinist 
and Trotskyite elements,” and urged the CRC’s executive director to support 
an even “larger and more expensive [CSO] enterprise” in the future (Bloom).

Jews did not always explicitly connect their interest in assisting other 
minority groups’ civil rights struggles to the anti-communist climate, but 
their organizations’ archival records expose this connection even when Jewish 
activists did not. For example, the CRC filed a Jewish newsletter discussing 
Jews’ interest in Mexican and African American struggles in its “Committee 
on Communism” folder. The newsletter, published by an agency affiliated with 
the CRC, explained to Jews why they should be concerned by the condition 
of Mexican Americans, who were forced into low-paying jobs, subjected to 
police brutality, “roundup for deportation without due process of law,” hous-
ing discrimination, and “virtually without representation in government.” In 
short, the newsletter urged, “It is in the interest of Jewish people to support 
the various Negro and Mexican-American candidates in the Los Angeles area” 
(Jewish Information Service, Facts for Action Newsletter, October 1954). The 
newsletter’s stated reasons that Jews should support civil rights cooperation 
had nothing to do with communism. But the CRC’s choice to file the newslet-
ter with “communism” issues reveals the connection. In this way, Cold War 
conservatism and the dangers it posed to civil rights activism also facilitated 
collaborative impulses among activists like those in the CRC who framed their 
work in moderate, anti-communist terms.
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sigNiFicaNce
The activism of these Los Angeles Jewish Americans groups is significant for 
several reasons. First, this study reveals the importance of integrating the his-
tory of Jewish Americans with that of other minority groups; for they clearly 
played a role in civil rights struggles in tandem with the other groups. Most 
literature on racial and ethnic groups in America reinforces contemporary 
understandings of racial and ethnic categories by considering “racial” groups 
like Mexican Americans, African Americans, and Asian Americans separately 
from Jewish Americans, who today are considered as an ethnic or religious mi-
nority. The fluidity and complexity of Jewish Americans’ status over this earlier 
time period and the changing nature of their racial categorizations make clear 
the shortcomings of inflexible understandings of race. 

Second, while civil rights stories are often told as stories of East Coast 
conflicts between whites and African Americans, and sometimes of the 
Jewish role in the struggle, West Coast civil rights stories expose the role of 
other groups like Mexican Americans, and the connections between Jewish 
Americans and these other groups. These western civil rights stories reveal the 
limitations of focusing exclusively on black/white relations, which cannot fully 
explain such diverse historical experiences. Moreover, activists in Los Angeles 
did not merely follow a trickle-down model for civil rights activism established 
by Southern struggles, but rather simultaneously established their own vari-
ety of involvement, which emerged out of the specific multiracial context of 
Southern California.

Third, these western Jewish activists’ ongoing involvement in civil rights 
efforts exposes important links between the activism of the World War II and 
early Cold War eras. The bulk of civil rights literature on the late 1940s and 
early 1950s assumes the Cold War stifled civil rights and laments the ways it 
limited the earlier more radical possibilities. But this on-the-ground research 
in Los Angeles reveals that arguing for discontinuity between these periods 
is far too simplistic. The Cold War shifted the focus of the activism as certain 
reformers developed an anti-communist approach, but they continued to build 
upon collaborative efforts from an earlier era as they looked to each other for 
support and worked to reinforce the legitimacy of their social justice agendas.18
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Notes

1. For a more detailed discussion of the points discussed in this essay, see my forthcom-
ing book on collaborative civil rights activism in Los Angeles, Forgotten Coalition: 
Interracial Civil Rights Activism in World War II and Cold War Los Angeles.

2. For a discussion of Nazi and Bund activities in Los Angeles, see Scobie 10; and 
Stephan.

3. For more on the News Research Service, see Eisenberg.
4. For discussions of Hollywood’s ties to the CRC and other Jewish organizations in 

the 1930s, see Gabler; Herman, “Hollywood, Nazism and the Jews, 1933-41”; and 
Herman, “Jewish Leaders and the Motion Picture Industry.” For a broader discus-
sion of Warner Bros.’s involvement in anti-Nazi activity in the 1930s, specifically 
through several of the films it made in that decade, see Birdwell; and Ross.

5. On Silberberg as a “king maker,” see Pitt 10.
6. Some locals estimated that minorities composed forty percent of the city’s popula-

tion by 1950 (Senn). But twenty to thirty percent is probably a more accurate esti-
mate, cf. Vorspan and Gartner 242, and the following information from the census. 
From 1940 to 1950 the city of LA’s population grew from 1,504,277 to 1,970,358 
people (United States Bureau of the Census, Sixteenth Census 132; United States 
Bureau of the Census, Seventeenth Decennial Census 5–51). The black population 
increased by over two hundred sixty-eight percent (from 63,774 to 171,209) be-
tween 1940 and 1950 (United States Bureau of the Census, Sixteenth Census 629 
and United States Bureau of the Census, Seventeenth Decennial Census 5–100). The 
Mexican-descent population grew forty-six percent (from 107,680 to 157,067) be-
tween 1940 and 1950. The figures for the Mexican-origin population in 1940 and 
1950 are estimates, as the census in these periods did not categorize this population 
separately. The only information we have is from the 1940 census which counted 
the “Spanish-mother tongue population” in Los Angeles and the 1950 census which 
counted the “Spanish-surnamed population” in the city. The census numbers are 
almost certainly undercounts. See United States Bureau of the Census, Mother 
Tongue 34 and United States Bureau of the Census, Persons of Spanish Surname 
3C-43. The city’s Jewish-American population increased by a stunning ninety-two 
percent from the prewar period to 1948. In 1941 only about 130,000 Jews lived in 
the city of Los Angeles, and by 1948 there were 250,000 (Vorspan and Gartner 225).

7. Scholarship on other cities and regions suggests that Jews elsewhere also often were 
in the forefront of cooperative efforts. On events in San Francisco, see Issel. On New 
York, see Svonkin.

8. The various proposed pieces of state house and senate legislation concerned ques-
tions of race in state employment, discrimination in state work, and establishing 
a California commission on race relations (CRC, Memo of meeting, February 18, 
1941). 
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9. For more on Mexican Americans’ perspective, and for more on the CSO, see Bernstein.
10. For more on the Cold War context, see Bernstein.
11. In 1940, Jews lived in both the poor and wealthy areas of LA (twenty-five percent in 

the poorest areas and twenty-two percent in the wealthiest), but by 1960 they were 
more prosperous than ever before (Moore 58). For more on Mexican Americans, 
see Bernstein.

12. For a sample of literature on Jews and whiteness see Goldstein; and Jacobson. On 
Mexican Americans and “brownness,” see, e.g., Foley.

13. On this phenomenon nationwide, for which the literature focuses on relations be-
tween African Americans and Jews, see Diner; and Kaufman.

14. For a further discussion of anti-Semitism in postwar Los Angeles see Moore. 
15. For more on Fifield and on Smith’s visits to Los Angeles, see Sitton 82–92. Also see 

Leonard.
16. The East Los Angeles area was City Terrace Drive (“Swastika Emblems Like Nazis’ 

Painted on Walls”; “Vandalism Spurs Call for Unity”; and “Vandals Desecrate 
Synagogue in L.A.; Torah Destroyed”). 

17. The CSO’s anti-communism was less ideological, and less vehement, than the 
CRC’s. For more on this, see Bernstein.

18. For a much more developed discussion of this, see Bernstein.
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The Third Temple: Iranian Jews and the 
Blessings of Exile—A Personal Memoir

Gina Nahai

Note from the Editors: The following article, written by University of 
Southern California Lecturer in the Masters of Professional Writing 
Program and best-selling novelist Gina Nahai, is based on the presenta-
tion she delivered for the fifth annual Burton J. Lewis Lecture, sponsored 
by the Casden Institute for the Study of the Jewish Role in American 
Life, and delivered on February 18, 2009. This lecture chronicled her 
personal take on the story of the Los Angeles based Iranian Jewish com-
munity through three distinct periods of exile and explored the chal-
lenges and transitions this unique community has had to overcome in 
establishing a new homeland in America. This lecture was particularly 
significant since it marked the first academic consideration at a major 
university of the Iranian Jewish community and their numerous contri-
butions to American society since coming to the USA in the aftermath 
of the Islamic Revolution in 1979. 

Due to the relatively recent migration of the Iranian Jewish community, 
we are very fortunate to have first, second and now third generation oral 
histories available for study as these immigrants continue to establish 
themselves in personal, professional and religious arenas—especially in 
their most dominant venue, Southern California. This community of 
Jewish immigrants, like the diverse Jewish and non-Jewish communities 
before it, have followed the well-traveled path to the “American Dream” 
from new arrivals in a strange but welcoming land to citizens who have 
woven themselves in their own unique way into the fabric of Southern 
Californian culture. 

Over the last thirty years, the Iranian Jewish community has emerged 
as one of the nation’s most successful, affluent and best-educated ethnic 
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groups. Due to its passionate concern for Israel and strong traditional 
Jewish values, this community has also made significant cultural and 
philanthropic contributions to a wide range of Jewish causes. The na-
tional interest that Professor Nahai’s lecture generated has served as a 
foundation for the academic exploration of the Iranian Jewish com-
munity in America for many institutions of higher learning across the 
country and in Israel. 

Because Prof. Nahai thinks and writes primarily as a creative artist, as 
is seen in her many avidly read novels, chronicling the Iranian Jewish 
experience in Southern California, her lecture does not follow the nor-
mal, more prosaic conventions of academic writing. Prof. Nahai is, 
first and foremost, a storyteller and in this essay she allows the more 
personal aspects of her experience, leaving one home in order to find 
another, to come to the forefront. Yet if she speaks in highly personal 
terms about her own life-experience, one may see in this much more: 
that, in essence, the struggle of a group to find their way from Iran to 
Los Angeles is really the aggregation of many individual narratives that 
must be listened to carefully and sympathetically, a point well made by 
Marsha Kinder elsewhere in this volume. Thus, in giving voice to her 
own immigrant experience, Prof. Nahai is also able to speak on behalf 
of her community. 

                       sk me today what I remember of my life in Iran, and I will say,  
                     “very little.” That’s true, but perhaps misleading: I can indeed Arecall a great deal of Iran and its people, of its physical space 
and landscape, its natural rhythms of life and social fabric. I can easily summon 
up the sounds and scents, the colors and cadences that surrounded me there 
in my childhood and early youth. What I can’t recollect—what seems to have 
fallen into a well so deep, I haven’t managed to find the bottom of it in thirty 
years of looking back, is me in that life. 

It’s like I’m watching a movie I’ve made about my past, only without a 
trace of me in it. 
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*****

I left Iran in the summer of 1974. That was five years before the fall of the Shah, 
in the heyday of his rule and the golden age of Jewish history in Iran. Unlike 
the vast majority of their fellow Iranian Jews, my parents had long wanted to 
live in the United States. But they never thought, as they planned our move 
to Los Angeles and even for the first few years of our life here, that our de-
parture from Iran would be as absolute and as lasting as it proved to be. The 
Jewish people of Iran had existed on the land since before there was an Iran or 
a Persian Empire; their national and religious identities had been formed and 
cultivated as one—each as ingrained as the other. One scorching August day in 
Tehran, we hugged our grandparents and aunts and uncles, kissed the servants, 
shook hands with the neighbors, and promised we would be back to see them 
all very soon. I left my room, my bed, my books of fairy tales just as they had al-
ways been—just as I believed I would find them again upon my next visit. I left 
my blue-eyed plastic dolls asleep in the bottom drawer of my yellow dresser, 
left the silver gun and brown leather holster I used to play cowboys and Indians 
with my cousin, left the white paper daisies and the starched silk handkerchiefs 
I had learned to make that summer. I left them thinking they would be there, 
waiting, untouched and undisturbed, until I returned. 

For years after the revolution, I dreamt that I had returned to that house. 
I would walk through its narrow hallways, up the long, stone and wood stair-
case, through door after door until I came upon my bedroom and went inside. 
My bed was unmade, but empty. The sheets had turned yellow; the windows 
were shaded with dust; the wood of my yellow dresser turned to powder at the 
touch. I had fallen asleep, I realized, and woken up a thousand years later. 

What do you gain, and lose, when you leave a homeland behind?

*****

To be erased from the pages of one’s own past. To be denied a chance to return, 
a right to belong. To have the doors close on you so irrevocably, you can neither 
imagine nor mentally place yourself on the inside any more. This is the price 
that I, and so many of my compatriots, paid for leaving. It’s not a cheap bargain, 
nor is it unique to me, or my to fellow Iranian Jews, but it’s one I believe well 
worth making. 
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*****

In the thirty years since they came to settle in Los Angeles, Iranian Jews have 
penetrated and often excelled in just about every facet of American society. 
Our first generation, people now in their seventies and eighties, have managed 
not only to survive the shock of dislocation, but to maneuver with uncanny 
skill an alien culture with unfamiliar practices in everything from personal 
values to commerce and industry and trade. Our second generation, those in 
their forties and fifties, have been leaders in many a chosen field—in the arts 
and medicine, in technology and theology. Our children have been admitted 
to the most competitive schools and universities, and graduated with honors. 

Along the way, we have maintained the best of the old country’s cultural 
and social values—a sense of family, of loyalty, of friendship; an awareness of 
the importance of learning, an ambition and a work ethic and a unique resil-
ience, an ability to adapt and accept, to bend, as we say in Persian, instead of 
breaking, that was the secret of our survival in Iran and that has enabled us to 
move forward so effectively in America. We have established and maintained 
synagogues and cultural centers, schools and youth groups and elderly care fa-
cilities that have grown in strength and far-reaching influence with every pass-
ing year. We have been staunch and effective supporters of the state of Israel, 
and of Jewish people in need everywhere else. 

And we have shed much of the less commendable attributes of the tra-
ditional society from which we came. Today, we are more tolerant of diversity, 
more accepting of defiance. We are more humble, less entitled, more introspec-
tive, less chauvinistic. 

We have done all this in spite of a not-always welcoming or hospitable 
host country. In spite of the negative image of all Iranians created and cultivat-
ed by the mullahs and their posse. In spite of the hostage crisis, the Hezbollah, 
September 11th. In spite of the elderly Ashkenazi gentlemen who dislike all 
Iranian Jews just because some of them have the unfortunate habit of speaking 
only Persian even in the company of Americans, and the little old Jewish ladies 
who blame everything from global warming to the common cold on the gaudy 
eyesores with flat roofs and too many columns that a handful of Iranians have 
built in Beverly Hills. 

We thrived because we had set up house in a country that, for all its 
spotty record of the treatment of minorities, including Jews, opened its arms to 
us in 1979 and thereafter, and gave us all the rights, all the opportunities, all the 
chances we could have asked for and more. We did it with the help of American 
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Jewish institutions—the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HAIS), the Jewish 
Federation, Chabad, the Jewish Educational charity ORT, and others—with the 
aid of American laws and constitutional guarantees. With the good will and 
generosity of American citizens. 

And perhaps, too, we succeeded because we knew about this—living 
elsewhere, starting again, reinventing ourselves. Because we had done it twice 
already over the course of our 2,500-year history. 

The first time was when Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the first temple and 
brought the Jews as slaves into the area that, seventy years later, would become 
the Persian Empire. When the first Persian emperor, Cyrus the Great, freed the 
slaves and allowed Jews to return to their homeland and rebuild their temple, 
about half of them took a chance and stayed in Persia. In a foreign land with 
alien customs and nothing but their own mental resources, yesterday’s slaves 
became tomorrow’s soldiers and scientists, its poets and philosophers, teachers 
and inventors. 

And we did it again, in the six decades between the Constitutional 
Revolution of 1917 and the fall of the Shah in 1979. Released from the ghettoes 
after seven centuries of poverty and oppression, having had little or no access 
to an education, having been considered, in spite of their presence on the land 
for two and a half millennia, “foreigners,” the Jews of Iran rose from the ashes 
of tyranny in the name of Islam to the highest social, cultural, and economic 
ranks in the country’s history. 

We know about survival, about endurance and sacrifice, about being 
strangers in our homeland and making a home in strange lands.

What do you gain, and lose, when you become an outsider on every soil?

*****

Once, years ago when my oldest son was a toddler, I sat in a circle among a 
group of new mothers at a Jewish day school on LA’s west side. The school was 
only minutes away from where I lived, and the parent group was made up of 
neighborhood families. For one hour each week, while our children “social-
ized” on the rug next to us, we, the mothers, were supposed to get to know 
each other, exchange vital information on breast-feeding and thumb-sucking 
and diapers, and establish a bond that would, well-meaning school administra-
tors hoped, carry us all through the next eighteen years of our children’s Jewish 
education. 
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Because this was the first meeting for our group, the pre-school teacher 
assigned to us made a point of asking each mother to introduce herself and—
this being Southern California—“share” some thoughts and feelings about 
parenthood. I don’t remember what I said, except perhaps that I found the 
entire experience well above my pay-grade, and I don’t remember what anyone 
else said either, except for the last woman—an American Jew who lived three 
blocks away from me, I found out that day, and had two children under the age 
of six. She had short brown hair and a dark, angry frown, and she looked older 
than everyone else in the group. She didn’t have time to stand on ceremony so 
she got right to the point and told us all that her life was a living hell: she was 
suffering from Multiple Sclerosis and couldn’t work, and she had lost both her 
parents the previous year and her husband had just upped and left her because 
he “wanted to be happy again” and didn’t feel like hanging around a sick wom-
an in mourning, he’d found himself a new love and moved to Phoenix, so that 
she—my neighbor—was all alone with the kids (and here, she broke down and 
started to sob) with no help and no money to hire any, she might actually lose 
the house and sometimes, she couldn’t even take care of the children’s physical 
needs, all she could do was lie in bed and listen to them cry. 

The woman said all this in one breath, and when she was done, she just 
looked down at her hands while the rest of the group sat in a stunned silence 
for a minute or so, until the teacher cleared her throat and, to my astonish-
ment, moved right ahead with the hour’s agenda which—this being Southern 
California—consisted of a discussion of the virtues of fruit juice versus breast 
milk. Troubled by her seemingly insensitive reaction to what we had just wit-
nessed, I opened my mouth to object, but before I could say anything I saw 
that the other mothers welcomed the new topic of discourse all too warmly, 
that they were relieved and grateful to change the subject away from some-
one’s tragic circumstance to their own pressing juice-issues, and then I heard 
a woman next to me lean over and whisper to the person on her right that she 
couldn’t believe some people’s selfishness, bringing their private troubles into 
the “group” and trying to make it “all about them”—this was supposed to be a 
relaxing time for busy mothers like herself, not talk therapy for somebody with 
a straying husband. 

So I listened to the others speak, and after a while even the woman with 
the straying husband began to talk about the virtues of cranberry versus apple 
juice, but right when the teacher invited us all to take our children into our lap 
and sing some asinine “goodbye, goodbye, see you next time” rhyme, I spoke 
up: given the one mother’s current difficulties, I suggested, perhaps we should 
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all step up and offer whatever help we could give with child care or baby-sit-
ting. Before the whole group, I told the woman I would be happy to go to her 
house or to bring her children to mine any time she felt ill or needed a break; 
they could stay as long as they wanted and they would be well fed and cared 
for and it would be a pleasure, really, no trouble at all; we were neighbors and 
fellow parents and here’s my phone number, please call me any time. 

She looked at me impassively, saying nothing. 
The teacher, though, suddenly found her Jewish conscience and chimed 

in, announcing this was a great idea, Mitzvah and tikkun olam and what not, 
and all of a sudden the sick woman had warmed to the idea and started tak-
ing down names and phone numbers, expressing gratitude and relief to each 
mother as she did so. One by one, she went around the circle and took down 
everyone’s information, but when she reached me, she just skipped to the next 
person. 

That should have been my cue. I should have known she wasn’t inter-
ested in my help, but I was naïve and clueless, still operating on the assumption 
that human beings are put on this earth in order to reach out to one another, 
create lasting bonds—that sort of thing. So I interrupted the woman and said, 
“Wait, you don’t have my number yet.” 

There was a pall. Everyone stared at me. I was the only Iranian in the 
group. The woman, I realized too late, did not like Iranians; she probably didn’t 
like the idea of having one as a neighbor. It didn’t matter that we were all Jews, 
that I had shown more concern for her than anyone else had. That I spoke 
English fluently, looked like everyone else. 

“No,” she said. “Not you. I don’t want your number.” 
To set up house in a country at war with your own. To be ashamed for 

your compatriots—at once a victim of, and blamed for, their actions. To have 
your neighbors dislike you for being among them, to be told to “go home” 
by strangers in a post-office line, a restaurant, a public library. To have rich 
American women yelling obscenities at you outside expensive Beverly Hills 
department stores because “you’ve come here and driven all the prices up.” 

To make many a futile attempt at reaching out to “the natives” at your 
school or university, to undertake many a vain effort to feel accepted as “one 
of us” by your colleagues, to fall into many a hopeless cycle of self-doubt and 
soul-searching every time you try, and fail, to establish a friendship with the 
families of your children’s friends, to push past that line beyond which you are 
not allowed—a set of friendly but indifferent eyes, a series of polite but non-
committal remarks that serve as notice that you are viewed and understood 
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according to a different set of standards—not before the law, but by the people. 
This, too, is the collective burden of immigrant populations everywhere. 

And yet.

*****

Just the other day my younger son, a teenager, asked me about my childhood 
and early youth. Who were your friends, he wanted to know. Where are they 
now? What was your house like in Iran? What happened to your school? What 
music did you listen to? What became of all those strange aunts and uncles you 
write about in your books? 

Every one of my three children has, at one time or another, asked these 
questions. They ask because they can sense the void—the physical absence of 
things and people, the dark and empty places in my memory, the lack of that 
elusive but all too significant sense of ownership, of belonging and connected-
ness—that distinguishes me from their friends’ parents. 

I didn’t have many friends in elementary school because I was a Jew in a 
Muslim country, the only Jewish kid in my class and one of the very few in the 
school. My mother, who had suffered much discrimination and heard many 
more horror stories, distrusted Muslim families with her children. I didn’t have 
many friends in boarding school in Europe because I couldn’t adapt quickly 
enough to the other girls’ more adventurous, more independent attitude. I was 
homesick and lost and lonely most of the time, struggling to learn the ways 
of European and American teenage girls, afraid to imitate them and in the 
process, lose my more traditional standards. I didn’t have many friends in the 
first couple of years after I moved to LA because I was still a rarity, most people 
didn’t even know where Iran was on the map and when they found out, they 
thought it alien and inferior. 

That’s the difficult part of the story I have to tell my children. 
The happy part is that I started making friends, learning what music I 

was listening to, living in places that still exist, that I can go back and revisit, 
only after the Islamic Revolution forced the better part of the Iranian Jewish 
community toward the United States. It was a community of refugees, yes, but 
one that had found safe harbor and that quickly found its sea legs; that was 
able to, and allowed, to retain a basic sense of identity, the tribal mentality that 
accounts for the enduring bond and the strong sense of belonging among its 
members. 
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It is to the great credit of this country and its laws and founding prin-
ciples, and also the majority of its tolerant, generous population that we have 
managed to make a home in what could easily have been permanent exile. 
Exile implies an alone-ness, a disconnectedness, a sense of being unmoored 
and unsettled that I and, I dare say, most other Iranian Jews, have not experi-
enced in the United States for at least two decades. It implies an abiding sense 
of loss, a constant longing to return—to another time, or another place—that I 
doubt many of us have experienced except in the early days of the revolution. 
It is to the credit of the Iranian immigrant community, the strength and endur-
ance of the Persian culture, the resilience and flexibility of most Iranian Jews, 
that we have been able to “become” American without letting go of, or denying, 
or even hiding from the outside, so much of our old selves.

To be able to assert, with complete honesty and in spite of the hard-
ships you have encountered, that being forced out of your ancestral home was 
the best thing that could have happened to you and your people; that what 
seemed like an irrevocable loss at the time, has proven to be a blessing many 
times over—this, I believe, is the great paradox, the uncommon triumph of the 
Iranian Jewish experience in America. 

But to say that this ability to keep one foot on each side of the divide has 
been a source of strength for our community, to say that America’s embracing 
of multiculturalism and Iranian Jews’ insistence on maintaining their distinct 
identity have yielded precious gains for both sides, is not to deny the many 
cultural risks that can inhibit the ideal of forming a truly cohesive society, nor 
does this overlook the many painful obstacles that must be faced, in particular, 
by our youth. 

*****

“I have too little in common with my Iranian-born family and too many dif-
ferences with the American kids I grew up with,” many young people have told 
me. “I don’t feel I belong with either group. I wish my parents had either raised 
me in Iran or, if they wanted to live in America, integrated more fully and 
raised me like a real American.”

To be raised like a real American, I am told by many “native” Jews who 
admit they dislike Iranians, would seem to replicate the practices of Ashkenazi 
communities who fled Europe in the earlier part of the last century. 
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“My parents never spoke Yiddish (or German, or whatever their native 
tongue had been) at home,” those “natives” insist, perhaps recalling a tran-
sition—from European Ashkenazi to “just plain American”—that wasn’t as 
seamless as their memory suggests. 

“Their English wasn’t good, but they wanted to learn, and wanted us 
to speak like Americans. They barely even spoke of the old country, or the 
Holocaust, because they wanted their children to feel like everyone else.” 

I suspect that these parents, in their attempt to shield their offspring 
from the sting of exile, neglect to mention the troubles that they encountered 
on the road to becoming American; that they weren’t really so different from 
the generation of Iranian Jews that is now being blamed by the children of that 
older wave of immigrants. But I also believe that Iranian Jews treasure their 
Persian past and all its cultural vestiges in a way that is unique among Jewish-
American populations. 

Our past. Our stories. Our inherited and acquired memories. This is 
what we Iranian Jews have given our young people when we cling to our sepa-
rate identity. Is that a gift, or a burden? A sacrifice on our part, or a selfish act? 

Have we, in an attempt to preserve for them a rich cultural heritage, in-
stalled in our children a hybrid sense of self? Have we asked too much of them, 
built too many fences around them, condemned them to being a small minor-
ity within an already small minority? Have we ensured that they will come up 
against the same invisible wall that their parents know so well and thus rein-
forced the line that separates real Americans from perpetual immigrants? Is 
that why so many children of Iranian Jewish heritage travel in packs, befriend 
mostly each other, alienate or are alienated from their all-American peers? Is 
this whey most mixed marriages—between Iranians and Jews from other cul-
tures—fail? Then again, how much integration is too much? 

What do you gain, and lose, when you refuse to let go of the country 
you’ve left behind? 

*****

I suspect that the thirty years of darkness, the decades during which we have 
not been able to return to Iran or to take our children to see the place—all 
the physical traces of our past that vanished the moment we escaped to the 
West but that we continue to safeguard, that we try so hard to preserve in that 
amorphous, elusive and intangible form we refer to as “culture”—will forever 
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stand like an emotional moat separating each one of our successive genera-
tions. 

My little sister, all fair skin and freckles, speaking French like a native but 
not a word of English, leaving her school, her friends, her room full of Barbies. 
At home, she is cautioned to be quiet in class, act in a deferential manner to-
ward her teachers, be respectful of her peers. In school, she’s shunned by the 
other kids because she’s not “cool.” Being cool, she learns, means being overly 
confident, irreverent, disdainful of good manners and social graces. She has a 
choice—to succeed socially and fail her family, or to be an outcast all through 
middle and high-school in order to maintain the values her culture has taught 
her.

My father, thirty-two years old with three young daughters, leaving the 
house that was his father’s pride and joy, putting his faith in a country that, 
if one were to believe the nay-sayers, corrupts the most pious of women and 
turns every teenage girl into a foul-mouthed, guitar playing, cigarette-smoking 
drug-addict. In Iran, he has learned to do business on the assumption that a 
person’s word means something, that deals are made khoda vakili—with God 
as your attorney. In America, he finds he can’t buy a piece of gum without 
having a lawyer look at the fine print on the packet, but that he can spend 
thousands of dollars, buy a car, a house, anything he wants, without having 
the money to pay for it. He buys on credit, but isn’t able to pay the debt. He’s 
ashamed of his own failure, feels he’s losing ground as the head of the family, so 
he hides his troubles and borrows more. 

My mother’s mother, married at age twelve, having borne ten children, 
lost two and raised eight, became the rock of her family and the bozorg—doy-
enne—of her community. She knew every cop and street kid and shop owner 
in her Tehran neighborhood, but she’s never exchanged a word with the people 
who live next door to her in LA, they just come and go and pretend they haven’t 
seen her if they happen to cross paths. She wants to talk to her children but 
they’re always too busy; tries to talk to the grandkids but they don’t understand 
her broken, halting English. 

There is, I have learned, such a thing as emotional exile. The longer we, of 
the old country, cling to that which provides for us a sense of security, the more 
we undermine our children’s sense of belonging—to us, or to this country, to 
history, or to the future. 

How many more times, I wonder, will I stare at the pictures of people 
I know I once knew, the places I know I have been to but of which I have no 
memory—before I give up on the effort to reclaim my past? How many times 
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will I examine the fading images my parents own of what they claim is me as a 
child, try to find in them a spark of recognition, a sliver of a memory, before I 
can let go of what is no longer mine? 

How do I relay, my best intentions notwithstanding, to my children, the 
sadness of Friday morning azzans—prayer calls—in Iran, the color of Tehran’s 
sky at night, the feel of the cold air on my face on a snowy school morning? 
How do I explain to them the difference between my own idea of happiness, 
of contentment and satisfaction, my own measure of realistic expectations 
and pragmatic aspirations—what I was taught as a child, and what they, my 
American children, have learned and lived in this very different home? 

“Life is hard; get used to it.” “Success means fulfilling one’s responsibility 
to the family and the community; happiness has nothing to do with it.” 

We may each be only two or three decades apart—my parents, my chil-
dren, and me, but in many ways—ways that matter—we are of different worlds. 
The same belief system and values that saved my parents and me from feeling 
alienated and lost in America, the same awareness of history and upholding 
of tradition that has given our children a certain grounding and an impetus 
to succeed—the very precious freedom to maintain in the West our Eastern 
ways of life—has driven a deep and painful gash into the soul of our young. 
We of the eternal sense of estrangement, heirs to the peripatetic tenants of the 
destroyed First Temple—we may be content with belonging only to ourselves, 
but we cannot expect the same of children born on solid ground. They have a 
right to feel they belong to this country and that it, in turn, belongs to them. 

*****

Up until the very end, when the Shah left and his army folded, most Iranian 
Jews couldn’t fathom leaving Iran for good. Like Iraqi Jews before us, like 
Egyptian and Syrian Jews, like Austrian and German and French Jews—like all 
the Jews who believed they belonged to a country and that it belonged to them, 
who stayed too long or left on an hour’s notice—we invested our love, goodwill, 
the energy and ability of our young in Iran, and then we were betrayed. 

Small wonder, then, that so many of us have chosen, in America, the 
safety and certainty of a rather narrow, often insular horizon. Family, God, 
Religion. We think of achievement in individual terms—for ourselves and our 
children, for Israel, for other Jews. We vote our pocketbooks, Israel and, to a 
lesser degree, Iran. We measure success mostly in financial terms, aspire more 
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toward uniformity than originality. Instead of encouraging our children to ex-
plore and discover their own potential, we raise them to become us—only with 
more trappings of success. Instead of using our resources to search for new 
frontiers, we do our best to be like everyone else, only better. We socialize with 
each other and travel with each other, worship together, read the same books. 
We even go to group therapy with each other.

We search for fulfillment and a sense of purpose—we, who fled Iran in 
part because it insisted on keeping the women covered according to Muslim 
law—by becoming more religious, covering our hair and body according to 
Jewish law, building bigger fences around ourselves and our community. 

Only we’ve opted, you see, to live in the United States. Our children are 
American citizens. Whatever price we have paid for leaving Iran, whatever 
gains or losses we have made in the past thirty years, we are, today, at a turning 
point in our long and eventful story—the moment when a people transitions 
from being driven by outside events to being able to drive them. 

Yes, we have adjusted well, settled in, become more or less integrated. 
Yes, we have cared for the less fortunate among ourselves and certainly 

for the state and the people of Israel. Yes, we realize that we’re never going back, 
that we are bound to this land because we have buried our dead in it and borne 
our children on it. 

Now what?
What are we going to do, not for ourselves or even for Israel, but for 

this country we’ve made our home? What are we going to build, given all our 
resources, that will outlast our own immediate experience and give back to 
America as it has given us? How are we going to teach our children that they 
owe this country at least as much as it has given them, that they have a duty to 
create something of value not just in America but for America?

It’s an unsettling question, I know: We are, after all, a people accustomed 
to being strangers in our own land, to devoting our resources first to fight the 
battle at hand and then, should we be so lucky, to prepare for the calamity we 
know is just around the corner. We remain a small community; we have a re-
sponsibility to each other and to other Jews.

But we’re also a people capable of giving (and I don’t mean only finan-
cially) to more than one cause. It would be the paucity of our faith, not a lack 
of resources, that would make us hesitant to commit to this country as we have 
to Israel, as we did to Iran. 

There was a time, not so long ago, when entire Jewish families saved and 
sacrificed in the ghettoes of Iran, only so they could send just one of their own 
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to the West. They did this not just in pursuit of wealth, but more so in hopes 
that the chosen one would learn, and bring back with them, the much larger 
horizons, the different ways of thinking, the more revolutionary world view, 
than what we had access to in Iran. 

That worldview was worth something then, and it is still worth some-
thing today. It’s what made us fall in love with the idea of America even be-
fore we thought we might end up living in this accommodating country. It’s 
valuable not because it affirms and strengthens what we already believe, but 
because it challenges long-held assumptions, gives the individual permission 
to think differently from the tribe, to act differently, to have different goals 
without being considered strange, or bizarre, or rebellious.

Thirty years after their forced departure from home, Iranian Jews must 
have the courage, perhaps the confidence, to uphold that greatest of American 
values, the principle upon which the first great Persian emperor, Cyrus the 
Great founded his empire: tolerance of the other. 

So that, a hundred years from now when our children’s children look at 
our pictures the way we look at our parents’ images of a time and a place that no 
longer really exists, they can say about us that we took a chance on this country 
and won, that we put our faith in history not repeating itself this one time, bet 
that we would not have to leave, or be driven away, from this one land. That, 
without taking away from ourselves or Israel, we managed to build here a third 
temple that will stand for another 3000 years. 
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Jewish Homegrown History:  
In the Golden State and Beyond

Marsha Kinder 

                              uilding a Transmedia neTwork
                  In Spring 2006, my colleague Rosemary Comella and I met Bwith Bill Deverell to choose a topic for a collaborative proj-
ect involving our two research groups—the Huntington-USC Institute on 
California and the West directed by Deverell, and the Labyrinth Research 
Initiative on Database Narrative and Digital Scholarship, which I founded 
at USC in 1997 and where Comella has worked as a creative director since 
1999.1 We agreed that whatever subject we chose, the project would draw on 
the archival resources of the Huntington Library and of USC Libraries’ Special 
Collections and would leverage Labyrinth’s ten years of experience produc-
ing archival cultural histories as large-scale museum installations, drawing on 
Comella’s expertise as a multimedia artist. 

The topic we chose was a cultural history of Jews in California, which 
would be presented to the general public in three different modes: as an on-line 
multimedia archive, a traveling museum installation, and a print-anthology 
edited by Deverell (the volume in which this essay appears). Together these 
public presentations would comprise (what we at Labyrinth call) a “transme-
dia network,” the use of multiple media to create a series of networked public 
spaces that enable participants to engage with the same material in different 
ways. By employing different media, the project focuses the attention of users 
on the content, where it belongs.

With seed money from USC’s Casden Institute for the Study of the 
Jewish Role in American Life, we began the research, commissioned an 
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extensive bibliography by Jewish Studies scholar Karen Wilson, and broad-
ened our collaborative base to include other partners. With grants from the 
Haas, Righteous Persons, and NEH Foundations and from the Friends of Tel 
Aviv University, we expanded the original concept to make it a national proj-
ect. Although we remained committed to starting with California as originally 
planned, our ultimate goal is to show how this new information about Jews in 
the West might alter our broader understanding of Jews in America—a shift 
that would be best understood if our project had a national scope.

But how could we possibly “cover” such a broad field? We realized that, 
like many of Labyrinth’s previous installations, this project would be an open-
ended database narrative that would create a productive dialogue between 
what is already known about Jewish cultural history and new information con-
tributed by the general public. We assembled an Advisory Board of historians, 
Jewish studies scholars, archivists, documentary filmmakers, and museum cu-
rators who have assisted us in identifying key issues and contributed passages 
from their own works that have helped shape the “scaffolding” of published 
history we are building. Thus, our expanding project and its dialogic history 
can be based on a system of social networking that relies on contributions not 
only from the general public but also from scholars, filmmakers and other cul-
tural institutions.

Having named our project, Jewish Homegrown History: Immigration, 
Identity, Intermarriage, we are committed to showing how the concept of the 
Jewish homeland has continued to grow, as Jewish immigrants have come to 
America from different parts of the world in different eras and have migrated 
to and settled within different locations across the United States, where they 
have interacted with other communities. We decided to explore this expand-
ing concept of the Jewish homeland through three inter-related sub-themes: 
Immigration & Migration, the negotiation of loyalties both to the old country 
and to the new locations of settlement within the USA; Identity & Cultural 
Contributions, the negotiation of conflicts that arise from identifying both as 
an American and as a Jew and from assessing what distinctive contributions 
the Jewish community has made to American culture; and Intermarriage & 
Other Alliances, the negotiation of complex relations, both alliances and es-
trangements, with other ethnic groups in America, particularly those encoun-
tered within the local site of settlement. 

During the early period of production, several people from within the 
Jewish community questioned our inclusion of “intermarriage” as one of the 
principal three subthemes. We explained that we were using this term not only 
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literally but also in the broader sense of addressing the alliances and opposi-
tions between Jews and other groups, and were showing how this issue was 
interwoven with the other two subthemes of identity and immigration. Still, 
several religious people warned us it was too controversial, while other secular 
Jews (especially from the Bay Area) claimed that intermarriage was now so 
widely accepted that it did not need to be emphasized. What was clear from 
these discussions was the emotional heat this issue still generates, which is one 
of the reasons we decided to include it. We were also convinced by the follow-
ing statement by Jonathan Sarna (one of our Advisory Board members) in his 
book on American Judaism: 

Freedom, the same quality that made America so alluring for per-
secuted faiths, also brought with it the freedom to make religious 
choice: to modernize Judaism, to assimilate, to intermarry, to con-
vert. American Jews, as a result, have never been able to assume that 
their future as Jews is guaranteed. Each generation has had to wrestle 
anew with the question of whether its own children and grandchil-
dren would remain Jewish, whether Judaism as a living faith would 
end and carry on as ancestral memory alone. The history of American 
Judaism, as I have come to understand it, is in many ways a response 
to this haunting fear. . . . But the story of American Judaism recounted 
in this book is not just a stereotypical tale of “linear descent,” of peo-
ple who start off Orthodox and end up intermarrying. It is, instead, a 
much more dynamic story of people struggling to be Americans and 
Jews, a story of people who lose their faith and a story of people who 
regain their faith, a story of assimilation, to be sure, but also a story of 
revitalization (xiii–xiv).

The ongoing nature of this story and its emphasis on non-linear spatial ex-
ploration make it particularly well suited to an open-ended database narra-
tive (Labyrinth’s signature genre), which is being presented both as an on-line 
multimedia archive that will continue to grow as people contribute their own 
family histories, and as an interactive museum installation that will expand in 
scope as it travels across the nation. 

The on-line archive will be publicly launched in 2010; and the traveling 
installation is scheduled to open in three California venues in 2010–2011: the 
Skirball Cultural Center in Los Angeles (September 2010–January 2011), the 
New Americans Museum in San Diego (January–April 2011), and the Judah 
L. Magnes Museum in Berkeley (May–September 2011). The installation 
will then travel eastward to Philadelphia, where it will open at the National 
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Museum of American Jewish History in 2012, as well as in New York and other 
cities to be determined. Given that this project is still in production, this essay 
will describe its development and some of the issues it has raised along the way, 
starting with our choice of database narrative.

daTabase narraTive and The Paradox aT The hearT of 
ColleCTing 
Although Labyrinth’s previous cultural histories differ in content, they are 
all “database narratives,” a structure that reveals the process by which certain 
narrative fragments—characters, events, settings, objects—are chosen from 
an underlying database and recombined to make stories. Operative in all lan-
guages and all narratives (both history and fiction), these interwoven processes 
of selection and combination are performed both by authors and users, but 
frequently they remain hidden. By deliberately exposing these dual processes, 
database narrative diffuses the force of master narratives, which can no longer 
be seen as merely natural or, even more simply, the truth, because users are 
reminded that alternative versions of the story and new combinations of the 
components are always possible. Instead of master narratives, what emerges is 
a more open narrative field full of possibilities, which is in turn fueled by an 
underlying database that continues to grow. 

Despite all the hype in the early 1990s about the obsolescence of narrative 
and its replacement by spatial exploration and database structures, narrative 
has remained a crucial organizational principle in the digital age. For narra-
tive is a cognitive mode found in every human society. In the broad cognitive 
sense, narrative contextualizes the meaning of sensory perceptions: it maps the 
world and our own position within it. That is why narratives are constantly un-
der reconstruction and must remain open-ended—whether they are the public 
histories of a nation or people, or the personal stories of individuals and their 
families—since they must continually account for the influx of new data in 
their latest remix. As historian Hayden White puts it: “Far from being one code 
among many that a culture may utilize for endowing experience with meaning, 
narrative is a metacode, a human universal on the basis of which transcultural 
messages about the nature of a shared reality can be transmitted” (1). 

Instead of defining database and narrative as an opposition (as several 
new media theorists do),2 at Labyrinth we see them working together. By com-
bining database (a dominant form in contemporary digital discourse whose 
politics tend to be discounted or disavowed) with narrative (the traditional 
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form it supposedly displaces whose ideological baggage is well known), the da-
tabase narrative actually exposes the ideological underpinnings of both. Like 
cultural historian Diana Taylor, we believe that every database or archive is de-
signed for a particular kind of knowledge production and comes with specific 
(if not necessarily explicitly stated) goals; and the decision of which items to 
include or exclude, what categories to use as structuring principles, and what 
metadata to collect (or exclude) for later retrieval—all of these decisions serve 
ideological ends. In our works, we frequently visualize the database structure 
so that the interface design exposes this process of knowledge production, 
which is precisely what happens in Jewish Homegrown History.

Database narrative raises an interesting paradox. On the one hand, it 
ruptures the narrative’s illusion of wholeness by revealing the gaps (through 
its lack of closure) and by showing what is omitted (the other fragments not 
chosen). Yet by exposing the underlying database, it potentially introduces an-
other pleasurable illusion of wholeness—as if all of the possibilities really were 
contained in the database. Acknowledging this paradox, French theorist Gilles 
Deleuze sees it as a reason for exposing the gaps:

But sometimes, on the contrary, it is necessary to make holes, to in-
troduce voids and white spaces, to rarify the image, by suppressing 
many things that have been added to make us believe that we were 
seeing everything. It is necessary to make a division or make empti-
ness in order to find the whole again (21). 

In database narrative it is possible to emphasize either side of the paradox—
the gaps or the illusion of wholeness. In our work at Labyrinth, we choose to 
emphasize the gaps because we consider this epistemological tension a great 
strength of database narrative. 

A similar paradox lies at the heart of collecting, an activity featured in all 
database narratives. On the one hand, collectors dream of making their collec-
tion “complete,” of gaining total knowledge of their subject. This is a dream one 
can aspire to but never really attain—because one never knows what new (or 
old) data will emerge in the future. On the other hand, rarity is what makes the 
collectible valuable, and rarity depends on loss—the loss of most of the other 
objects in this category. If the relic were commonplace and ubiquitous, then 
one might be less inclined to collect it.

Every collector (like every author of database narrative) is faced with 
the question: should I emphasize the illusion of wholeness or the gaps. This 
question is especially pivotal in a field like Jewish Studies, where some enemy 
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ideologues challenge the existence of material evidence for the Holocaust and 
even question whether it actually happened. Thus, we can understand the drive 
to create a comprehensive archive that promises to preserve total knowledge 
of what happened, as is the goal of the Shoah Foundation Institute for Visual 
History and Education, for example, where it is not only a matter of producing 
and collecting thousands of extensive interviews with survivors but also con-
ducting them in multiple languages. We find the opposite tendency in Alain 
Resnais’s powerful thirty-minute documentary on the Holocaust, Night and 
Fog (Nuit et brouillard, 1955), which, despite its display of ghastly footage of the 
death camps, insists in a poetic voice-over that we can never fully know what 
it was like to have been there: “No description, no picture can restore their 
true dimension: endless, uninterrupted fear. . . . Of this brick dormitory, of 
these threatened sleepers, we can only show you the shell, the shadow.” Given 
that collecting material evidence is crucial in both cases and for the same goal 
of preventing the repetition of genocide, then, we may ask, what is at stake in 
the choice between striving for total knowledge versus calling attention to the 
gaps?

By emphasizing the illusion of total knowledge, one creates a sense of 
mastery—particularly when that comprehensiveness is based on a new com-
bination of different fields of knowledge. Think of the combination of clas-
sical and medieval knowledge that helped generate the Renaissance, with its 
ambitious totalizing projects, such as Sir Walter Raleigh’s five-volume History 
of the World (1614), which did not even get past 130 bce, or Roger Bacons’s 
encyclopedic Major Opus (Operis Majoris, 1268), which was to include every-
thing known. Or consider the combination of sensory knowledge and formal 
abstraction in Friedrich Schiller’s concept of the “play drive,” which yields a 
unique sense of wholeness and mastery that may explain some of the pleasures 
of contemporary game culture and why so many multimedia works cultivate 
the illusion of wholeness: 

It is precisely play and play alone, which of all man’s states and condi-
tions is the one which makes him whole and unfolds both sides of his 
nature at once. . . . Man only plays when he is in the fullest sense of 
the word a human being, and he is only fully a human being when he 
plays (15th Letter, 425). 

When database narrative is combined with digital culture, it potentially prom-
ises a similar utopian mastery. For example, when Labyrinth was designing The 
Danube Exodus: The Rippling Currents of the River, an earlier installation on 
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Jewish history produced in collaboration with Hungarian artist Peter Forgács, 
we went from his sixty-minute video documentary, aired on European televi-
sion, to an immersive installation based on some forty hours of footage. Yet, we 
still considered the value of this expanded footage to be more dependent on its 
rarity than its abundance, and therefore chose to emphasize the gaps. As a con-
sequence, museum visitors had to take a more active role in generating narra-
tives that could accommodate the images, sounds and words they encountered 
in the exhibition’s expanding narrative field. 

This emphasis on the gaps is also well suited to Jewish Homegrown 
History. That is why we begin with Jews in California, where the cultural his-
tory is especially full of holes. This project collects new data from ordinary 
people (having them tell their stories) and creates a dialogue between these 
personal memories and what is already known (through published history). 
Never relying on any single authority or any authoritative “voice-of-god” doc-
umentary, our history repeatedly confronts users with conflicting data from 
multiple sources. As in our previous Labyrinth projects, the primary challenge 
for the individual user is to find a new narrative premise that can accommo-
date the data that our project collects and remixes, or at least as much of it as 
the user has seen and heard. 

The on-line dialogue beTween Personal memories and 
Published hisTory
Unlike other on-line participatory sites where users can record their family his-
tories, our multimedia archive focuses on generating a productive dialogue be-
tween the personal memories being contributed (stories, family photos, home 
movies) and the broader published history (based on scholarly books, essays, 
newspaper articles, interviews, archival photographs, newsreels, documents) 
that contextualize these personal contributions. Thus, it creates a unique mode 
of interactive history that enables contributors to see the immediate effect of 
their own digital storytelling on the public record and the process by which it 
enriches, complicates or challenges what is known. The experience provides 
two kinds of pleasure—an immediate narcissistic engagement with one’s own 
genealogy and experience but also a broader interest and engagement in un-
derstanding the implicit, larger historical patterns. By encouraging families to 
collaborate on telling their stories and to “publish” them through this user-
friendly interface, this narrative mode of data collection fosters a meaningful 
form of trans-generational learning.
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This unique dialogue also generates for each user a personalized data-
base narrative on the fly—not only by gathering historical modules from the 
public record that are relevant to an individual’s own family stories but also by 
empowering the user to choose which modules to watch or preserve. It makes 
historiography accessible to the general public, enabling them to become active 
participants in the dynamic interplay between past and present, and between 
personal memories and collective history.

This unique dialogic process is made possible by our “homegrown his-
tory” application, which we are making available to others as free open-source 
software. Thus, our project has two goals: to present a visually compelling and 
historically rigorous cultural history of Jews in America, and to provide an 
innovative national model that can be applied to other subjects. Although this 
“homegrown history” software was originally designed to show the distinctive 
nature of the Jewish experience, we have developed it so that it can easily be 
adapted to other ethnic groups. We believe this duality helps to demonstrate 
how Jews are deeply connected to the rest of the world.

When we began this project, we saw this dialogue as analogous to the 
struggle described by post-colonialist theorist Homi Bhaba—between an of-
ficial “pedagogic” history imposed on a nation to create unity and order versus 
a “performative” history emerging from disempowered people on the margins 
to reaffirm their own complexity and difference.3 But instead of emphasizing 
this binary relationship between top-down and bottom-up forms of history, we 
realized (after discussions with many historians on our Advisory Board) that it 
was more productive to challenge the fixed boundaries between personal and 
“official” history. We used three strategies to blur these boundaries: featuring 
excerpts from scholarly histories and documentaries that use personal testi-
monies as primary evidence,4 allowing contributions of other users to function 
as published history, and asking scholarly interviewees to describe their own 
family histories. We remain committed to an open-ended performative history 
that leverages the gaps in our knowledge as a driving force of inquiry.

What does this mean in concrete terms for users of the on-line archive? 
If users choose the Collecting mode, they fill out a brief questionnaire that 
enables them to contribute information about themselves and their families.5 
The first set of questions asks them to trace their family immigration trajecto-
ries from the earliest known point of origin, to the location where they are now 
living. An open text-box enables them to explain the reasons why each person 
left each particular site, and why they chose the next location. Depending on 
their knowledge of family history, they can fill out this information for as many 
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individuals as they want and for as many locations as they need. Alternatively, 
they can return to and revise their stories after they have gathered more in-
formation. After inputting this information, their family trajectories appear 
on the map as color-coded lines connecting the various cities where they have 
lived (see Figure 1). This interactive map enables users to see how their own 
storytelling becomes part of the public record. They also see how their trajec-
tories intersect with those entered by other users.

 
figure 1: The family trajectories of contributors appear on the map as color-coded lines connecting 
the various cities where they have lived. This interactive map enables users to see the impact of their 
own storytelling on the public record.* 

The second set of questions concern the current location of oneself and 
one’s family. After naming the city and state where they now reside and the year 
when they first settled there, they are asked to describe their first neighbor-
hood in this city and how it has changed. The third set of questions concern 
identity. Where did you go to school? What kind of work do you do? How 
would you describe you or your family’s relationship to Judaism? Are you cur-
rently a member of a synagogue? Do you speak Yiddish or Hebrew? Is there 
intermarriage in your family? What is your own attitude towards intermarriage 
between Jews and non-Jews? You are then asked: what story best captures you 
or your family’s experience as Jews living in your city.
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Most of these questions are open-ended, which means users decide how 
brief or how long to make their stories. They also decide whether they want 
to upload a series of photographs or excerpts from home movies (see Figure 
2). They are asked to include a caption for each photograph and to provide 
some basic metadata (year, location, names of people, themes, events), which 
will function as searchable key words for these contributions. Before any of 
this data can become part of the “public record” on the website, the contribu-
tor must check a box granting Labyrinth non-exclusive world rights to exhibit 
these materials on-line and in its installations and to make them part of USC’s 
Digital Archive. The data will also be reviewed by monitors to make sure that 
the content is not obscene, inflammatory or libelous, and by Labyrinth’s staff to 
select those materials that will be included in the museum installation. 

figure 2: Contributors decide whether they want to upload a series of photographs and whether they 
want to contribute excerpts from home movies. They are asked to include a caption for each photo-
graph and to provide some basic metadata (year, location, names of people, themes, events), which 
will function as searchable key words for these contributions.

Once a contributor completes the password-protected questionnaire and 
uploads family photographs and home movies, our “homegrown history” soft-
ware follows a programmed protocol to collect materials from the archive that 
are related to these contributions. Using pre-selected key words (e.g., events, 
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themes, places, proper names), the program uses an algorithm to make these 
automated selections (see Figure 3). The user is then able to select and view 
any of these materials in the Content viewer, or save any of them for later 
retrieval. Providing an historical scaffolding of archival information about a 
particular period and place, these collected materials contextualize the user’s 
own personal experience; and, conversely, the user’s personal contributions 
give Labyrinth an opportunity to enrich, complicate or qualify what is already 
in the existing database.

figure 3: This diagram shows how the dialogue between personal contributions and historical mod-
ules works. Once a contributor completes the questionnaire and uploads images, our “homegrown his-
tory” software follows a programmed protocol to collect materials from the database that are related to 
these materials. Using pre-selected key words (e.g., events, themes, places, proper names), the program 
uses an algorithm to make these automated selections.

 

We see this encounter as “dialogic” in the Bahktinian sense: examples 
from both kinds of history (the personal and the published) become enriched 
through juxtaposition, and their meanings are redefined in the process. As M. 
Bahktin puts it: “The linguistic significance of a given utterance is understood 
against the background of language, while its actual meaning is understood 
against the background of other concrete utterances on the same theme, a 
background made up of contradictory opinions, points of view and value judg-
ments” (281). 
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The Case of rosalie newell
To consider how this dialogic process works for individual users, we will ex-
amine a few specific stories, photographs, and home movies contributed by 
one user and see what materials they call up from the archive and how mean-
ings are changed in the process. As our case study we will use Rosalie Newell, 
a 71-year-old Jewish woman currently living in the Fairfax district of Los 
Angeles (see Figure 4).

Rosalie’s descriptions of her family’s experience in Bialystok call up vivid 
passages from The Bialystoker Memorial Book, with accompanying images and 
detailed accounts of the deadly pogroms that made her parents want to flee 
Poland. This source also describes the historic role played by the Bund (the 
Jewish Union) in Bialystok, including their efforts to save fellow Jews from 
these anti-Jewish race riots. The Bund is described as secular and anti-Zionist, 
yet committed to Yiddish culture, which might help contextualize Rosalie’s 
own combination of secularism (what she calls “missing the faith gene”) and 
her immersion in Yiddishkeit, a combination she previously found difficult to 
explain. 

figure 4: Rosalie Newell’s stories and family photographs call up historical modules from many dif-
ferent sources, each represented by a thumbnail image. She can choose which ones to open and which 
ones to preserve. 
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Although her family first settled in Chicago where Rosalie was born, 
most of her vivid childhood memories come from Arizona, where they moved 
because her father was asthmatic. Rosalie’s stories about her family’s experi-
ence in Phoenix during the 1940s begin with the rush of pleasure she felt when 
first experiencing the wide-open spaces of Arizona (particularly in contrast 
with the urban density of Chicago). These stories are accompanied by a pho-
tograph of her and her niece dressed in cowgirl outfits. This image calls up a 
passage from Sean Griffin’s essay “Kings of the Wild Backyard: Davy Crockett 
and Children’s Space,” which explains how suburban parents during the post-
war period tried to give their children a sense of liberty while still carefully 
restricting their spatial mobility to the backyard. The image also retrieves a 
similar period photograph from another contributor, showing her participa-
tion in the same Western costuming fad. Griffin’s text might encourage Rosalie 
to search these two photographs (and her memories) for signs that would sup-
port (or contradict) his claim that “girls used the ‘cowgirl’ in order to compli-
cate the gender boundaries that were already impinging on them. . . . [for] at 
least some girls were ignoring how the adult world would have preferred them 
to use Davy’s image” (Griffin 115–17). 

Rosalie’s claim that her family decided to leave Phoenix partly because 
she had no Jewish friends and they feared she might end up marrying a gentile, 
calls up an excerpt from Isaac Artenstein’s documentary, Frontier Jews, on the 
history of Jews in Tucson, Tombstone and other parts of Arizona. The oral his-
tories in this excerpt might make her question whether her family’s fears were 
well-grounded. Yet her story makes us notice that Artenstein’s film does not 
cover Phoenix. In other words, both her family story and Artenstein’s clip call 
attention to gaps in their respective contributions which we might otherwise 
fail to notice. 

When Rosalie claims her father wanted to move to Los Angeles partly 
in hope of meeting Charlie Chaplin, she then adds “probably he was just jok-
ing.” These comments call up three items that suggest he may not have been 
kidding after all: a textual passage from J. Hoberman’s essay, “The First ‘Jewish’ 
Superstar: Charlie Chaplin” which explains why Chaplin (a non-Jew) appealed 
to so many Jewish immigrants; a brief segment from an on-screen interview 
with USC historian Steven J. Ross claiming that Chaplin was frequently iden-
tified as a Jewish immigrant; and an excerpt from Three Winters in the Sun: 
Einstein in California, an earlier Labyrinth project, indicating that the person 
whom Jewish scientist Albert Einstein most wanted to meet in California was 
also Charlie Chaplin, with whom he closely identified.6 
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Rosalie’s description of her teenage years in the Fairfax district, a Jewish 
enclave of Los Angeles, calls up related passages about the neighborhood 
from Stephen Sass’ book, Jewish Los Angeles—A Guide (1982), Lynn Kronzek’s 
“Fairfax: A Home, a Community, and a Way of Life” (1990), and Deborah Dash 
Moore’s To the Golden Cities: Pursuing the American Jewish Dream in Miami 
and L.A. (1996), each with accompanying archival stills from USC Libraries’ 
Special Collections. It also retrieves recent interviews with Nira Levy Maslin, 
a Yemenite Jewish émigré from Israel who runs a tea-shop on Fairfax Avenue 
that features African drumming and is part of the “Jewish Renaissance”; and 
with independent scholar Lynn Kronzek, who describes the early suburban 
days of the Fairfax area before it became a Jewish enclave and tells how living 
in that district in the 1980s helped make her husband decide to become a rabbi. 

In addition to her stories and photographs, Rosalie contributed two 
home movies she made herself in 1995, both featuring her mother at age nine-
ty, still living in the Fairfax area. One shows her mother making a potato kugel, 
which calls up a passage by cultural historian Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
(whose family also came from Poland), describing typical Jewish food prepara-
tions from Eastern Europe. This excerpt comes from a book she wrote with her 
father, the painter Mayer Kirshenblatt, which makes us attend to the collab-
orative dimension in Rosalie’s movie as well. While highlighting her mother’s 
talents as a cook, Rosalie was also developing her own new talent as a videog-
rapher. Rosalie’s second movie shows her mother reading an article in Yiddish 
from the Forward, a Jewish-American newspaper published in separate Yiddish 
and English editions. Describing the influx of Russian émigré Jews moving into 
the Fairfax district during the late 1980s and 1990s, this article evokes a clip 
from Lynne Littman’s film In Her Own Time (1985), which documents Barbara 
Myerhoff ’s ethnographic study of the Russian orthodox Jewish community liv-
ing in the same Fairfax area. While Rosalie’s 90-year old mother sympathized 
with these orthodox Jews, yet felt distant from them culturally, Myerhoff was 
drawn to their spirituality and strong sense of community, particularly as she 
herself was in a final battle against lung cancer. Still, both collaborations show 
the filmmaker (whether a professional like Littman or an amateur like Rosalie) 
expressing her love for her vibrant subject by documenting her courageous 
engagement with the outside world—even while nearing death. 

Within her stories about living in the Fairfax district, Rosalie gives a de-
tailed account of her own experience at Fairfax High School in the 1950s when 
the student body was predominantly Jewish and when she had teachers who 
were intellectually demanding. This description brings forth a brief film (made 
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by Labyrinth), citing a passage from Moore’s To the Golden Cities that confirms 
Fairfax was one of the few places in Southern California where one could find 
a Jewish public school and that it was also one of the first to offer Hebrew 
as a foreign language. Yet this film also points out that neither the Wikipedia 
entry on Fairfax High, nor the school’s own official website mentions its past 
associations with the Jewish community. Instead, these contemporary websites 
describe Fairfax as an inner city school that experienced “white flight” during 
the 1980s and that now has a predominantly Latino and African American 
student body. In making this participatory history, we feel it is essential to in-
clude excerpts not only from scholarly sources but also from popular partici-
patory sites such as Wikipedia. But, as in this example of Fairfax High School, 
we also feel compelled to show what is sometimes omitted from those sites. 
As if to reconcile the differences among these various accounts, the program 
also calls up an interview with a young “Jewish Latina,” who attended Fairfax 
in the 1980s, and claims it was very diverse from an ethnic standpoint, and, 
in particular, included Jews from all over the world. It also retrieves a front-
page article from the Los Angeles Times (Getlin) about Rosalie’s favorite history 
teacher Marty Biegel, an Orthodox Jew who later became the basketball coach. 
In 1969 Biegel played an historical role in easing the city’s racial tensions, when 
he helped integrate Fairfax High by encouraging the new black students (then 
being bussed across the city) to play on the basketball team. This started a new 
era of athletic achievement for Fairfax, which had formerly been known only 
for its champion chess team.

One of Rosalie’s most “treasured” contributions is her family photo-
graph of her nephew with Jewish pitcher Sandy Koufax, who played for the 
Los Angeles Dodgers. Besides being ardent baseball fans, her family admired 
Koufax for refusing to pitch at the opening game of the World Series, when it 
fell on Yom Kippur. This photograph brings forward two historical modules 
from the archive that present a less favorable perspective toward the Dodgers’ 
move to Los Angeles and toward some of the Jews who made it happen. One 
is an archival photograph showing Los Angeles Councilwoman Rosalind 
Weiner Wyman from the Fairfax District (the youngest person and first Jew 
to sit on the Council), with the city fathers, signing the agreement that prom-
ised to build the new Dodger Stadium that would bring them from Brooklyn. 
This photograph is accompanied by a passage from Moore’s To The Golden 
Cities that describes the bitter conflict that developed between Weiner (who 
received death threats) and her former liberal Latino ally, Edward Roybal of 
Boyle Heights, over the destruction of public housing in Chavez Ravine, which 
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was done in order to make way for the stadium. The program also brings up an 
archival photograph of Rose Chernin (Executive Director of the Los Angeles 
Committee for the Protection of the Foreign Born [LACPFB]) with an ex-
cerpt from historian George Sanchez’s award-winning essay “What’s Good for 
Boyle Heights Is Good for the Jews,” which provides an even harsher account 
of Weiner’s break from her former liberal stance and her alleged alliance with 
leftist causes in Boyle Heights. 

Often discussed as the second liberal on the council in the 1950s—
joining Edward Roybal from Boyle Heights—Wyman critically 
shaped her political ideology from the postwar suburban sensibili-
ties of Los Angeles’s Westside liberalism. While this liberalism in-
cluded moderate support for civil rights efforts in the city, it also was 
staunchly anticommunist. Wyman joined the vast majority of her col-
leagues after 1952 in viewing public housing, for example, as a suspi-
cious socialist experiment, and she led efforts within the city council 
from 1956 to 1958 in handing over Chavez Ravine to Walter O’Malley 
to facilitate the move of the Brooklyn Dodgers to Los Angeles (653). 

Sanchez shows that Wyman’s conflicts with the more radical Jewish com-
munity in Boyle Heights were not limited to the struggle over Chavez Ravine. 
He reports how in 1958 she presented a citation to two FBI undercover agents, 
Marion and Paul Miller, who gave evidence about the “inner workings of the 
Los Angeles Committee for the Protection of the Foreign Born” during the 
early 1950s. This citation incensed the LACPFB and “especially its executive 
director, Rose Chernin, who . . . orchestrated a letter-writing campaign to the 
city council, particularly directed at Wyman.” This incident also brings forth a 
related interview with Esther Raucher, who grew up in the leftist Jewish com-
munity of City Terrace (near Boyle Heights) but who attended Fairfax High in 
the late 1950s, where she became friends with Rosalie Newell. In the interview 
Raucher describes a class reunion in City Terrace where she confronted the 
son of FBI agents (like the Millers), who had been responsible for sending the 
parents of some of their schoolmates to prison. Interestingly, although Rosalie 
Newell and Esther Raucher were allied to different sides of this conflict, they 
had never discussed these episodes from Los Angeles Jewish history until this 
program brought the relevant modules together.

What emerges from this particular collection of historical modules is a 
database narrative about the Fairfax district as a Los Angeles neighborhood 
that became an important Jewish enclave around the end of World War II. 
Fairfax remained so in later decades, as it continued to attract more Orthodox 
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Jews (particularly from Russia during the 1980s and 1990s), many of whom 
sent their children to Jewish schools rather than to public schools like Fairfax 
High. Yet ever since the late 1960s, this Fairfax district also continued to dis-
play a growing range of ethnic diversity, especially encompassing Latinos and 
African Americans, whose relations with Jews became more complex. While 
Rosalie Newell might choose to watch and read only some of these contextual-
izing materials, they would all be available as possible modules for her own 
personalized database narrative. 

browsing The Timeline
Instead of contributing their family stories like Rosalie Newell, some users who 
come to the on-line archive may choose the browsing mode, which enables 
them to explore the historical materials we have already collected. A search 
engine enables them to request specific names, places, and themes, a request 
that brings forth all relevant archival materials (texts, images, interviews, 
charts, film clips, sound files—both from the published history and personal 
stories) related to a given key word or words. From these targeted materials, 
the user then selects the ones she wants to see and in what order, selections that 
can be played within the Content viewer. The browsing user can also choose 
historical events from the timeline, whether they are global, national or local 
in context. Given that the archive will be accessible worldwide, a drop-down 
menu will enable users to select which location will be designated the local site, 
to which all other data will be related.

For example, if a user selects the “1906 San Francisco Earthquake and 
Fire” from the timeline as a local California event (see Figure 5), the program 
will gather the following modules: Ava Kahn’s 1988 interview with the late 
Reva Aronson, who was six at the time of the earthquake and whose family 
sought refuge in Golden Gate Park; a brief movie that features a passage from 
Harriet Lane Levy’s memoir, 920 O’Farrell Street: A Jewish Girlhood in Old San 
Francisco read in voice-over, describing what she saw when she returned home 
to San Francisco after the fire, with archival images showing the devastation 
and what buildings later replaced her home; an excerpt from our interview 
with Frances Dinkelspiel (author of Towers of Gold: How One Jewish Immigrant 
Named Isaias Hellman Created California, a meticulously researched biogra-
phy of her great, great-grandfather; see her article elsewhere in this volume) 
explaining the impact of this disaster on Hellman and his family and on the 
banking industry, a number of brief period films of the devastation and its 
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aftermath from the Library of Congress collection; a montage of stills of the 
damage from the USC archive, which are combined with first person accounts 
(including one by movie mogul Sol Lesser) collected by Rabbi William Kramer 
and by Ava Kahn; passages from Fred Rosenbaum’s book Visions of Reform: 
Congregation Emanu-El and the Jews of San Francisco, 1849-1999, with accom-
panying still images, concerning the impact the earthquake had on the con-
struction of synagogues in San Francisco; and an excerpt from an interview 
with California historian Kevin Starr, on how the devastation gave Jews in San 
Francisco a second chance to participate in building the city.

figure 5: If a user selects the “1906 San Francisco Earthquake and Fire” from the timeline, the pro-
gram will gather from the database an array of historical materials, including archival images, inter-
views, historic films from the Library of Congress, first person accounts of those who survived it, and 
excerpts from published histories.

Although we have had to “seed” the archive during the early period of its 
development in order to collect the assets for the events listed in the timeline 
and to create the interactive dialogue between Rosalie’s personal stories and 
the related published history modules they call up from the database, as the 
project grows, the making of connections of this nature will become easier 
because many of the associated materials will be coming from contributions by 
other users and by scholars who contribute excerpts from their own works. Yet, 
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before the on-line archive is publicly launched, we will have modules of “offi-
cial history” for all of the themes and for all of the events listed in the timeline. 

Jews in The golden sTaTe: The California PiloT
While this dialogic dimension between personal and public history is the 
unique feature of the on-line archive, it is our particular focus on the California 
perspective that distinguishes the traveling museum installation from other cul-
tural histories of the Jews. By starting with the history of Jews in California (as 
opposed to Jews in New York, Chicago or Philadelphia, about which a good deal 
more is known and which is therefore far more familiar to the public), we lever-
age this gap in our knowledge as a rationale for developing a new line of inquiry. 

This assumption that little is known about Jews in California is a con-
viction shared not only by the California historians on our Advisory Board 
such as Bill Deverell, Frances Dinkelspiel, Marc Dollinger, Ava Kahn, David 
Kaufman, Fred Rosenbaum, Kevin Starr, and Karen Wilson, but also by 
Jewish studies scholars based in the East—such as Hasia M. Diner, Barbara 
Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, Deborah Dash Moore, Jonathan Sarna, and Jeffrey 
Shandler. For example, when we interviewed California historian Kevin Starr, 
he argued that the “instant urbanism” experienced by San Francisco and Los 
Angeles was not characteristic of the growth patterns of large eastern cities 
like New York and Philadelphia, and that this acceleration was partly driven 
by the urbanism of German Jewish immigrants who came to California very 
early. When we interviewed “bicoastal” Jewish Studies scholar Moses Rischin, 
who had lived both in New York and California and later migrated from Los 
Angeles to San Francisco, he claimed that the concept of Jewish community 
was quite different in each of these locales—differences we plan to explore in 
detail. As we examined the complex interactions between Jews and Latinos in 
Los Angeles neighborhoods like Boyle Heights and the Fairfax District and 
in the border zones between San Diego and Tijuana, we realized these stories 
have not yet been told in depth and they are quite different from the inter-
actions between Jews and Puerto Ricans, for example, in New York. We are 
contextualizing these gathered stories not only with work from Jewish studies 
scholars who are focusing on the west (like Ava Kahn and Marc Dollinger) but 
also from historians of the West (such as Bill Deverell, George Sanchez and 
Kevin Starr) whose previous works have not focused primarily on Jews. We 
are also searching the Shoah Institute Archives, now housed at USC, seeking 
testimonies of Holocaust survivors who settled in California after World War 
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II, finding out why they chose to come here, what kinds of Jewish communities 
they found, what kinds of experiences they had, and how they both enrich 
and complicate the story of Jews in the Golden State. We will follow the same 
strategy for selecting testimonies from those survivors who settled in New York, 
Philadelphia, Chicago and other cities, once the installation moves to the east.

By starting with a less traditional site for Jewish history like California, 
we also draw greater attention to the interplay among the local, the national, 
and the global aspects of the story. After the California pilot, each new exhibi-
tion will feature the locale in which it is exhibited (devoting around twenty-five 
to thirty percent of its materials to that specific location), while still retaining 
the national scope of the Jewish experience in the U.S. (which will then include 
the materials on California) and networked connections to international sites 
where Jews have lived throughout the world. The project demonstrates that 
all three contexts—the local, the national, and the global—are shifters whose 
meanings change, depending on the perspective of the viewer. 

The installation will differ from the on-line archive by featuring a large-
scale, multi-screen, curated presentation. In many ways, it will be modeled on 
The Danube Exodus, which premiered at the Getty Center in 2002 and has been 
traveling worldwide ever since. We believe the success of that earlier installa-
tion was based primarily on the immersive power of its images and sounds and 
the richness of the historical narrative they convey. These are also the qualities 
we are seeking in the installation version of Jewish Homegrown History, whose 
interactive dimensions will not be as central as they are on the on-line archive 
but whose sensory presentation will be far more compelling.

When visitors first enter the exhibition space, they will pass by a kiosk 
that invites them to use a very simple interface to enter basic information about 
the immigration trajectories of their own families. Once submitted, this infor-
mation will be instantly displayed as animated lines that are visible on a world 
map, projected onto the floor. The display of this personal information will not 
only establish the groundwork for what is to come but also make the visitor feel 
more personally involved in the exhibition. Ten visitor trajectories will be vis-
ible on the floor with only the latest being highlighted at any given time. All of 
the trajectories will be collected over the run of the exhibition, and an updated 
summary of this data will be displayed at all times within the exhibition space. 

The installation will also feature a series of documentary film screenings 
on related subjects, along with the best of the home movies we collect. These 
screenings will take place in a separate room (with seating) near the primary 
exhibition space. 
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Once visitors move deeper into the main exhibition area, they will see 
three large (six foot by eight foot) screens, each fronted by an accompanying 
touch-screen monitor. The individual monitors will display at least ten icons 
per screen. If no one has made a selection from one of the touch-screens, each 
main screen will display a brief (five to seven minute) film loop on one of the 
project’s three main sub-themes. The screen on the left will display a film loop 
about “Immigration & Migration,” the center screen about “Identity & Cultural 
Contributions,” and the screen on the right about “Intermarriage & Other 
Alliances.” These three film loops will have little or no dialogue (though they 
might have an occasional brief text or inter-title), and will all work with one 
ambient sound track that will be heard throughout the space.

As soon as a visitor selects an icon displayed on a touch-screen moni-
tor, a mini-narrative (what we call a thematic “orchestration”) will interrupt 
all three film loops (starting with the large screen that the interactor is directly 
facing and then spreading to the others) as it plays out across all three large 
screens. Since this selection will control both the images and sounds and de-
termine what everyone in the room is experiencing, the user will suddenly be 
positioned as a performer. The selection process will work like a jukebox, with 
the chosen orchestrations (each no more than three to five minutes in length) 
queuing up in sequential order for playback. Although it will not be possible to 
interrupt an orchestration while it is playing, other selections can be explored 
and chosen on the other two touch-screen monitors. This dynamic ensures 
that visitors take turns and that no single person gets two choices in a row. 
Given that each monitor will have a different set of icons that trigger different 
orchestrations, users will be encouraged to move from one monitor to another. 

Each thematic orchestration will combine archival images and footage, 
excerpts from documentaries and original interviews, brief textual quota-
tions and voice-over commentaries, music and ambient sounds, and the best 
of what we have gleaned from family photographs, home movies and stories 
collected on the website and during “home-movie” collection days we are host-
ing throughout the state. New modules will be added during the four-month 
run of the exhibition, so that more recent contributions to the website can be 
incorporated into the installation. This “updating” process will also enable 
us to adapt the installation more easily to new exhibition sites—not only in 
California (in Berkeley and San Diego) but also in Philadelphia, New York and 
other venues across the nation, thereby enriching the interplay among the lo-
cal, national and global contexts for the various themes. 

Given that each touch-screen monitor displays approximately ten icons, 
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each of which triggers a brief thematic orchestration (three to five minutes in 
length), there will be a minimum of ninety minutes of video. Whenever a visi-
tor rolls over an icon, a brief text will appear that explains what that particular 
orchestration will cover, thereby helping the user make a selection. 

Although each large screen and its accompanying touch-screen monitor 
will be linked to one of the sub-themes, all of the thematic orchestrations are 
designed to demonstrate the rich interplay among these issues of Immigration, 
Identity and Intermarriage. Similarly, although the issues of Immigration & 
Migration stress global connections, while Identity & Cultural Contributions 
emphasize the Jewish legacy for the nation, and Intermarriage & Other Alliances 
explore attitudes and close relations with other ethnic groups within a specific 
locale, the installation is constructed to show that all of these positions are shift-
ers whose meanings depend on the user’s perspective and point of view. In this 
way, visitors experience the installation as a database narrative, whose meanings 
keep changing depending on how the thematic orchestrations are remixed.

Some orchestrations in the installation will leverage discoveries that 
open new lines of inquiry. For example, one theme that emerged during our 
research is the important role that Jewish Americans have played in the in-
formation, computer and communications technology industries, particularly 
within California—a story that has never been fully told. We started to address 
this issue in our interview with Jack Tramiel (now in his 90s), the founder 
of Commodore Computers, who later bought Atari and who witnessed the 
dramatic rise of Silicon Valley. We are now following this up by doing inter-
views with several other figures in this field, including USC Viterbi Professor 
of Engineering Solomon Wolf Golomb, who, while supervising a telecommu-
nications research group at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in the late 1950s, 
played a major role in designing deep-space communications for lunar and 
planetary explorations. Perhaps best known to the general public for his in-
vention of polyominoes, that inspired the popular computer game Tetris, he 
has received many awards for his exceptional contributions to information sci-
ences and systems over the past four decades, and more specifically, for apply-
ing advanced mathematics to problems in digital communications. Golomb 
claims that his early Talmudic training helped him master mathematics and 
information theory, not because it followed the same logic but because it was 
another kind of logical system that was equally demanding. We are exploring 
how extensive the role of Jewish Americans has been in this field; what, if any, 
has been the role played by Israeli émigrés; and what aspects of Jewish culture 
have contributed to this pattern. 
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As in the on-line archive, knowledge production in the installation will 
depend primarily on a montage of images. But, how does one develop an 
argument primarily through images while still retaining the plurality of mean-
ings that every photograph and filmic image carries? As Roland Barthes has 
argued in his essay “The Rhetoric of the Image”:

In every society various techniques are developed intended to fix the 
floating chain of signifieds in such a way as to counter the terror of 
uncertain signs; the linguistic message is one of these techniques . . . 
The caption . . . helps me to choose the correct level of perception, per-
mits me to focus not simply my gaze but also my understanding. . . . 
The text has thus a repressive value and we can see that it is at this 
level that the morality and ideology of a society are above all invested 
(38–40). 

While we want to direct the readings of these images, we do not want to sup-
press their pluralistic meanings through the imposition of too many voice-
overs and inter-titles. Instead we want to broaden the range of meanings 
through interplay between text and image, sound and visualization. This inter-
play also demands a reliance on dialectic montage—where the whole is greater 
than the sum of the parts. This concept was theorized not only by the great 
filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein (whose subject was always history), but also by 
Bakhtin, whose ideas on the dialogic potential of multi-voiced forms laid the 
groundwork for intertextuality and also for database narrative. 

For example, as we take the cluster of historical modules that are re-
trieved from the database for the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake and Fire in 
the on-line archive, and transform them into a brief (three to five minute) or-
chestration (or mini-narrative) for the three large screens in the installation, 
our editing of these materials will develop a particular reading of that event. 
The combination of image, voice and sound might emphasize that this natural 
disaster gave Jews an opportunity to participate more fully in rebuilding the 
city and in designing a more dramatic presence for the Jewish community—a 
perspective that would be particularly apparent in tracing the impact of what 
happened to the synagogues (as described by Fred Rosenbaum). On the other 
hand, it might also be possible to see these disastrous events as unifying all San 
Franciscans, because they all had experienced the same trauma. According to 
Frances Dinkelspiel, even a rich Jewish banker—like Isaias W. Hellman and his 
family—stood in the soup lines and sought refuge in Golden Gate Park. And 
once they had endured and survived this disaster, what kinds of new safety 
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measures and new public pleasures were designed for the rugged citizens of 
this city? In what ways did this disaster and its aftermath contribute to the 
increasing assimilation of Jews in San Francisco? Our orchestration will inter-
weave both readings, as they play across the three large screens.

Montage will also be central to an orchestration on generational con-
flicts between parents and children, particularly over issues of orthodoxy and 
religious practice. As a starting point we discovered striking parallel sequenc-
es from two of the documentaries that will be included in our series—Lynne 
Littman’s In Her Own Time (1985), which documents Barbara Myerhoff ’s 
ethnographic study of orthodox Jews living in LA’s Fairfax district, and Lisa 
M. Kors’s Shayna Maidels (1991), which tells the story of teenage Jewish or-
thodox girls attending YULA (the Yeshiva University of Los Angeles) and the 
religious conflicts they have with their parents who are less orthodox than they 
are. Both films feature a powerful sequence in which a mother and daugh-
ter confront each other, yet the religious alignments are reversed: in Littman’s 
film it is the mother who is orthodox, whereas in Kors’ film it is the daughter. 
Yet both evoke an equally intense resentment in the other. While working on 
how we would use these parallel sequences in the orchestration and draw on 
their similar visual compositions, we discovered by sheer coincidence that the 
mother in Shayna Maidels was the ex-wife of historian George Sanchez, whom 
we had interviewed a few days after first watching the film but without know-
ing the connection. Following our strategy of asking all scholars we interview 
to tell us about their own family history, I asked Sanchez to describe his own 
relationship to Judaism. He told us that he had converted from Catholicism 
to Judaism while he was married to his ex-wife who was Jewish, and he also 
spoke with pride about having two Jewish step-daughters, one of whom (the 
orthodox teen featured in Kors’s film) was now living in Israel. 

This coincidence involving Sanchez strengthened the connection of 
these two films (neither of which mentions intermarriage) with a more recent 
documentary that does, Lisa Leeman’s Out of Faith (2008), which focuses on 
generational conflict within a Jewish family in Chicago. While the first gen-
eration (the grandmother and grandfather) were Holocaust survivors, the 
second generation was born in Israel, and two from the third generation mar-
ried outside the faith. Although the grandmother accepts her granddaughter’s 
marriage to a Christian, she disowns her grandson for doing the same thing. 
Still, the film presents the grandmother in a sympathetic light. We can under-
stand her reasons for condemning intermarriage, particularly in light of her 
own experiences in the death camp and the promises she made to those who 
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did not survive. Though the grandson refused to be interviewed on camera, 
we hear his speech at his grandmother’s funeral. While watching these moving 
scenes with the grandmother from Out of Faith, I could not help thinking of an 
anecdote (recounted with some irony and humor) in our interview with USC 
Historian Steve Ross, whose mother (also a survivor of Auschwitz) told him, 
when he asked her, at the age of thirty, whether she would mind if he married 
a non-Jew: “No, I won’t mind, I’ll just stick my head in the oven and turn on 
the gas.” 

By reading Out of Faith in juxtaposition with the other two films (Shayna 
Maidels and In Her Own Time), I realized that the basic transgenerational dy-
namics were far more important than they might otherwise have appeared. 
Instead of following the anticipated generational alternation between ortho-
doxy and secularism (as occurs in Shayna Maidels and In her Own Time), 
the family in Out of Faith continues to move farther away from orthodoxy. 
Perhaps that helps explain why the grandmother was so much harsher on her 
grandson than she was on her granddaughter, because his father had also mar-
ried a Christian, but one (unlike her daughter-in-law) who had converted to 
Judaism. Thus, although the grandmother had suppressed her anger toward 
her son in light of that conversion, it was now unleashed with double intensity 
on her grandson. These transgenerational dynamics are perhaps best under-
stood when one looks at all of these texts together, and in light of the passage 
from Jonathan Sarna already quoted at the beginning of this essay (see p. 97). 

on words and images
From these descriptions of how the interactive on-line archive and the immer-
sive installation will function, it becomes clear that we are not really writing a 
cultural history about Jews in California, or Jews in America. Rather we have 
designed a transmedia structure—an information system—that gathers and 
combines the contributions of scholars, archivists, documentary filmmakers 
and the general public in productive ways and that engages this social network 
in an on-going process that will continue generating new historical narratives 
about Jews in America long after the California pilot closes. This is another 
sense in which our project becomes Jewish Homegrown History.
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Notes

*. For a link to larger versions of this and other illustrations see http://casdeninstitute.
usc.edu/resources/publications/the_jewish_role_in_american_li_6/.

1. For a brief history of the Labyrinth Project, see Jeffrey Shaw and Peter Weibel, eds., 
Future Cinema: The Cinematic Imaginary after Film, 342–59. Also visit Labyrinth’s 
website: <www.thelabyrinthproject.com>.

2. For example, in The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich writes: “I prefer to think 
of them as two competing imaginations, two basic creative impulses, two essential 
responses to the world. . . . Modern media is the new battlefield for the competition 
between database and narrative” (233–34).

3. Bhabha also acknowledges the productive interplay between these two kinds of his-
tory: “In the production of the nation as narration there is a split between the con-
tinuist, accumulative temporality of the pedagogical, and the repetitious, recursive 
strategy of the performative. It is through this process of splitting that the concep-
tual ambivalence of modern society becomes the site of writing the nation” (297).

4. Two examples are Jewish Voices of the California Gold Rush: A Documentary History, 
1849–1880, a wide range of first-hand accounts collected and edited by historian 
Ava F. Kahn; and Harriet Lane Levy’s 920 O’Farrell Street: A Jewish Girlhood in 
Old San Francisco, a lively memoir of an affluent young Jewish woman from San 
Francisco who was a good friend of Alice B. Toklas.

5. Although not a complete version with full functionality, a prototype of the ques-
tionnaire can be found at <http://jewishhomegrownhistory.com>.

6. To learn more about Labyrinth’s Three Winters in the Sun: Einstein in California, see: 
<http://college.usc.edu/labyrinth/einstein/einstein.html>; Teicholz; and Kinder, 
Kang and Kratky.

http://www.thelabyrinthproject.com
http://casdeninstitute.usc.edu/resources/publications/the_jewish_role_in_american_li_6/
http://casdeninstitute.usc.edu/resources/publications/the_jewish_role_in_american_li_6/
http://jewishhomegrownhistory.com
http://college.usc.edu/labyrinth/einstein/einstein.html
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The USC Casden Institute for the Study  
of the Jewish Role in American Life

The American Jewish community has played a vital role in shaping the politics, 
culture, commerce and multiethnic character of Southern California and the 
American West. Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, when entrepreneurs 
like Isaias Hellman, Levi Strauss and Adolph Sutro first ventured out West, 
American Jews became a major force in the establishment and development of 
the budding Western territories. Since 1970, the number of Jews in the West 
has more than tripled. This dramatic demographic shift has made California—
specifically, Los Angeles—home to the second largest Jewish population in the 
United States. Paralleling this shifting pattern of migration, Jewish voices in 
the West are today among the most prominent anywhere in the United States. 
Largely migrating from Eastern Europe, the Middle East and the East Coast of 
the United States, Jews have invigorated the West, where they exert a consider-
able presence in every sector of the economy—most notably in the media and 
the arts. With the emergence of Los Angeles as a world capital in entertainment 
and communications, the Jewish perspective and experience in the region are 
being amplified further. From artists and activists to scholars and profession-
als, Jews are significantly influencing the shape of things to come in the West 
and across the United States. In recognition of these important demographic 
and societal changes, in 1998 the University of Southern California established 
a scholarly institute dedicated to studying contemporary Jewish life in America 
with special emphasis on the western United States. The Casden Institute ex-
plores issues related to the interface between the Jewish community and the 
broader, multifaceted cultures that form the nation—issues of relationship as 
much as of Jewishness itself. It is also enhancing the educational experience 
for students at USC and elsewhere by exposing them to the problems—and 
promise—of life in Los Angeles’ ethnically, socially, culturally and economically 
diverse community. Scholars, students and community leaders examine the 
ongoing contributions of American Jews in the arts, business, media, litera-
ture, education, politics, law and social relations, as well as the relationships 
between Jewish Americans and other groups, including African Americans, 
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Latinos, Asian Americans and Arab Americans. The Casden Institute’s scholarly 
orientation and contemporary focus, combined with its location on the West 
Coast, set it apart from—and makes it an important complement to—the many 
excellent Jewish Studies programs across the nation that center on Judaism 
from an historical or religious perspective.

For more information about the USC Casden Institute, 
visit www.usc.edu/casdeninstitute, e-mail casden@usc.edu, 
or call (213) 740-3405.

http://www.usc.edu/casdeninstitute
mailto:casden@usc.edu
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