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Issue 44 

Jews in America 
 

In this issue … 

 
The Journal looks at our synagogue as an American institution. In Lech Lecha God promises Abraham great progeny and 
prosperity, and the ability to be a blessing for "all the families of the earth." This week, we observe the interaction between 
the congregation and the community. Mid-nineteenth century articles from the Brooklyn Eagle reflect that this young 
congregation was a welcome addition to the “City of Churches.” Brooklyn seemed to be interested in learning about the 
Hebrews. The paper reports on Rev. Alexander’s Thanksgiving speech in 1860 with its message of peace. At Abraham 
Lincoln’s death, “the synagogue was draped in black both inside and out.” An article from 1892 describes how the 
Hebrews in their synagogues will begin the week-long Columbian Celebration. Jews donated funds for a statue in memory 
of the philo-Semite Reverend Henry Ward Beecher. In 1891 Christian and Jewish ministers formed a “Saturday and 
Sunday Association” meeting. Anniversary celebrations have paid tribute to the Bill of Rights and the Statue of Liberty. In 
1919, we held a Victory Ball. In 1939 we offered our Clinton Street neighbors at Christ Church a temporary home after the 
fire at the church.    
 
During Baith Israel’s first decades, members blended into Brooklyn society with its large German component. Although a 
number of Eagle articles refer to the synagogue as “Polish Orthodox,” German was its common language. Trustee 
minutes were in German; the Rabbi’s sermons were in German; there’s even an account about a bar mitzvah speech in 
German. In the 1870s when the mass immigration of poor, uneducated Jews from Eastern Europe streamed into the 
lower East side and Brownsville, anti-Semitism swelled. We provide a sampling of derogatory articles that appeared in the 
Eagle. Our congregation, like many in the U.S., took steps to appear more mainstream American. Distancing themselves 
from Brownsville, the congregation called itself “Beth Israel.” They addressed the Rabbi as “Reverend,” “Minister” or “Dr.” 
In 1939, in the face of growing anti-Semitism, the Sunday school building was called “Beth Israel Temple House.”  
 
For the first half of the twentieth century, the majority of the congregation resided over their shops on commercial streets 
near the synagogue – Atlantic, Court, Columbia, Smith and Hamilton. Although South Brooklyn was primarily an Irish and 
Italian neighborhood then, many merchants were Jews. The neighborhood included Jewish services with several Kosher 
butchers and grocery stores, and at least one Kosher restaurant. The Journal includes recollections of Eli Wallach, Irving 
Weissler, Albert Socolov and Joseph Goldfarb about the community in the 1920s and 1930s.  
 
In the 1970s when the congregation was first starting to regain a viable membership, Rabbi Henry Michelman invited the 
community to an interfaith model Seder. During the 1980s as the Brooklyn Jewish community grew, several congregations 
organized programming events. The Journal provides back articles from The Jewish Week and The Scroll newsletter 
about collaborative efforts of the Brownstone Coalition and on the beginnings of a local Jewish Day School. Marion Stein’s 
update on the Jewish Community of South Brooklyn illuminates the vigor of Jewish life today, “May we be strong and 
continue to grow in strength“ 
 
Special thanks to: Rabbi Weintraub; Marion Stein; The Jewish Week;  Brooklyn Daily Eagle Online™, Brooklyn Public 
Library; www.brooklynpubliclibrary.org/eagle,  
 
Carol Levin, Editor   
historicaljournal@kanestreet.org 
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A Thank You Note from Christ Church – April 2, 1939 
 
The Old Neighborhood 
Eli Wallach, Irving Weissler, Albert Socolov and Joseph Goldfarb recall this area in the 1920s and 1930. 
 
Brownstone Brooklyn Jewish Coalition 
The Jewish Week provides bookmarks for the five-year consortium of area synagogues: 

“Gateway to Jewish Life” by Geraldine K. Gross- July 24, 1998    
 
“Going Their Separate Ways” - June 15, 2001  

 
“Liberal Jewish Day School Sought” 
The Scroll, October 1985 
The beginnings of a neighborhood school: Congregation Beth Elohim Day School was the predecessor to Hannah 
Senesh Community Day School.  
 
The Jewish Community of South Brooklyn 
by Marion  Stein  

 
The Brooklyn Eagle on the Jewish Community  
 
 “Thanksgiving by the Brooklyn Israelites” – December 1, 1860 

Atlantic Street Synagogue Rabbi, Rev Joel Alexander, prayed that “the good feeling heretofore existing between 
the North and South may be restored.”   

  
“Congregation “Baith Israel” - April 21, 1865 
In mourning for President Lincoln “the synagogue was draped in black, both inside and out.”  
 
 “The Hebrews Among Us. Israelites from a Religious Standpoint. The Increase of Jew, Synaogues and 
Temples” December 30, 1870 
 
“The Streets of Brooklyn. Their Peculiarities and Populations.” July 1, 1872 
 
“Mr. Michael Gruschenski” September 17, 1879 
“A member of the bar of this county has taken pity upon his fellow human being and is taking legal measures to 
have an amputation of his patronymic performed.” 
 
“Funeral of Michael Gru” June 11, 1900  
Mr. Gru became a Bar Mitzvah at Baith Israel and later served as superintendent of the Sunday school.      
 
“Moneyed Men. Our Wealthy and Influential Hebrews” February 1, 1880 
Boerum Place Synagogue.president Joseph Harris is included in the list.  
 
“The Jews. Mr. Beecher on Their Suppression in Germany. Indebtedness of the World, Old and New, to 
the Hebrew Race  December 27, 1880 
 
 “It is Affirmed. The Judgement Against the Long Island Cable Road.” January 15, 1891 
Baith Israel’s lawsuit prevented the building of an elevated railroad on Atlantic Street. 
 
“The Columbian Celebration” October 7, 1892 
 
“An Army of Merchants” February 12, 1893 
 
“Strange Restaurants. Brooklyn Has Many Peculiar Eating Houses.” August 4, 1895 
 
 “Kosher Butchers to Quit. Claim Made that Orthodox Hebrews will soon have to go without Meat here.” 
May 13, 1902 – One of sixteen articles on Kosher butchers. 
 
“Flays Henry Ford’s Anti-Semitic Views. Rabbi Goldfarb Sees Rebuke in American Public Opinion”  
November 27, 1920 
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The Old Neighborhood 
Eli Wallach, Irving Weissler, Albert Socolov and Joseph Goldfarb were boys in the early twentieth century. Each reflected on 
growing up in the Red Hook/South Brooklyn area.    
 

Eli Wallach 
Abraham and Bertha Wallach were BIAE members long enough for their elder son Samuel to attend the Talmud Torah and 
become a bar mitzvah. When Eli was about ten or eleven, they sold their candy store and moved to Bedford Avenue. The 
following remarks by Eli are excerpted from a book of Brooklyn biographies, I Remember Brooklyn: Memories from Famous 
Sons and Daughters by Ralph Monte, Birch Lane Press, New York 1991.  

“I grew up in the back of a store in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn during the 1920s. My parents were running their 
candy-store business right in the middle of Brooklyn’s Little Italy section at 166 Union Street. We were one of a handful of 
Jewish families living in the area. Bertha’s Candy Store, which was named after my mother, was the center for all the 
activity going on in Red Hook, from the place to purchase the daily newspaper, a pack of cigarettes, or some penny 
candy, to serving as the message center for the local gangsters. My father, along with several other shopkeepers on the 
block, was a trusted outsider to many of the neighborhood characters. Some, like Albert Anastasia and Al Capone, later 
went on to earn dubious nation reputations.” 
 
“Life on Union Street was full of activity. The streets were always swarming with people out of doors in the summertime, 
purchasing fruits and vegetables from the pushcart merchants or polishing off a charlotte russe on their front stoop. Late-
summer days meant carrying crates of grapes into the cellars of the brownstone houses that lined Union Street, and 
watching in awe as old Italian men magically transformed their vintages into fragrant, hearty wines. When I wasn’t lugging 
grapes or buying ice at the ice plant for the neighborhood widows, I’d be out playing in the streets, devising war games in 
empty lots or roasting mickeys under garbage cans. Another popular activity my friends and I enjoyed was putting pennies 
on streetcar tracks. After a streetcar passed over a penny and flattened it out to the size of a nickel, we’d smooth the 
edges with a file and use our newfound wealth on a telephone call. Transforming pennies to nickels was a boy’s rite of 
passage in Red Hook.” 
 
 “If Saturday afternoons were spent at the movies, Friday evenings meant another ritual. That was the established family 
night. I’d spend Friday evenings lighting candles, saying prayers, and eating chicken soup even though we didn’t consider 
ourselves a practicing Orthodox family. Several years after our move to Flatbush, though, it was time for me to be bar 
mitzvahed, and I particularly remember the rabbi reeking of garlic. For a number of mornings after I was bar mitzvahed, I 
would have to put on tefillin, prayer vestments around my head and wrists, and go to my room and recite my prayers 
aloud. Being an active boy, I wasn’t thrilled with this confining ritual. After what seemed like an interminable number of 
mornings. I decided one day to fake it. Appropriately adorned, I dutifully went to my room, closed the door, and began 
mumbling and humming, affecting a prayer incantation. Without warning, the door opened and my mother looked in and 
caught me reciting my mumbo jumbo. I guess the look in my eyes suggested to her I had had enough. My post-bar 
mitzvah ritual was over!” 
 
Irving Weissler 
The Weissler family owned candy stores a few blocks from the Wallachs’ store. Irving offered these comments to Journal 
Editor Carol Levin in a conversation from 2003.  

“My mother taught us to be good Jews and it’s still there.”  
 
What was Friday night like in your house? 
“It wasn’t standard. We had more of a dinner on Friday nights than other nights. It was all hit-and-miss. We had a candy 
store, and the business interfered with having a separate life as a family.  
 
Where was the candy store located? “Downstairs. In fact, we had three or four places. We had one on Hoyt Street, that’s 
where I went to public school 32. Then we had another one on President Street and Clinton… Those were the two stores 
that I remember my father having. It was hard making a living in those days. For Passover I remember we had a room in 
back of the store, and for Passover my mother made the Passover activities and dinner in back of the store. For some 
reason I did something that my mother was annoyed about and I was going to get even on her and I went to the front of 
the store and took a Hershey bar which you weren’t supposed to eat because it was Passover.”  
 
Did you have Kosher foods, Kosher meats? 
“Oh yes. We always had Kosher foods… There were Kosher butchers around. There were quite a few. There was a 
Kosher butcher on Montague Street and it wasn’t Kosher, they just called it the Kosher butcher. But that’s in recent years, 
about 20 years ago… Our dear Rabbi Goldfarb felt very responsible about Kosher, and they observed. But that’s rare 
today. We had Kosher food, but I don’t know if we observed all the laws. The dinners in the synagogue were all Kosher 
and we said the proper prayers before and after the meal. 
 
Do you remember any incidents of anti-Semitism, any problems that you had?  



“I didn’t notice it, but my sister remembers names. We had the Mafia in our neighborhood in Clinton Street and 2
nd

 Place, 
that whole area, including this area. I was born in Williamsburgh and we moved to this neighborhood when I was five or 
six and we lived on Hoyt Street… When we played football, they sang a song about the sheenies. We were the sheenies. 
So there was definitely anti-Semitism around.”  
 

Did you have a Seder at your house? 
“We always had a Seder. The store was closed and we had the Seder in back of the store. There was a little room with a 
little kitchen and we lived our life around the store. Actually, I didn’t have a real childhood as a result.” 
 
Albert Socolov 
Benjamin and Lottie Socolov first owned a hardware, paint and building supply store on Hamilton Avenue and later moved to 
Court and Hamilton.  The three Socolov children attended Sunday school and Talmud Torah. Albert is the middle child. 

“When I was a little, little boy, we lived on Hamilton Avenue… The building that I was born and raised in was torn down to 
make access to the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel. I remember standing out there with my father and brother and mother and 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt drove by in a car to dedicate the Battery Tunnel. It was a very important time. It sort of 
dramatized the neighborhood, because it was kind of a strange neighborhood. Hamilton Avenue was the dividing line. On 
one side of Hamilton Avenue, I don’t remember which, the area was mainly Irish. They went to Visitation Church. And the 
other side was the Italian part of the neighborhood, and they went to Sacred Heart. Some … went to the church on Court 
and Liquori Streets…St. Mary’s had mainly Irish, maybe some of the old-line people in the neighborhood. It was a big 
crisis when the Red Hook housing project was built.”  
 
“On one side of Hamilton Avenue, were the Irish. On the other side were the Italians. And in the middle on Hamilton, there 
was a drug store owned by Jews. There was a shoe store owned by Jews. There were hardware stores owned by Jews. 
Further down on Hamilton Avenue there were stables because there were a lot of horse and wagons. And then there were 
a lot of people who lived in the area and worked on the docks. They worked on the dry docks and for some of the 
companies that had facilities on the waterfront. I worked there myself when I was waiting for results for the bar exam. My 
father knew a lot of Irish people. My mother was really starved for the kind of company that she wanted to meet besides 
the people in the neighborhood. They all loved her. She made packages for Christmas and all the other holidays. There 
was almost no evidence of Anti-Semitism in our neighborhood…. We were friendly with the entire community, and she 
was involved in community activities.” 
 
“[My parents} would very often go away on Passover time to a place in New Jersey. They would parcel us out to my aunts’ 
houses. My mother had two, three sisters and they would take turns. 
 
Was there a community seder at the synagogue? 
“Yes. People would bring food to the Community Building. There were maybe thirty, forty-something people who attended. 
It was relatively small. That was part of the community. It wasn’t a tight Jewish community, something like Boro Park or 
some other place where everybody in the neighborhood was Jewish. My mother was isolated. There were maybe three 
other families in our neighborhood. The rest of them all were non-Jewish.” 
 
What was anti-Semitism like out of the neighborhood?  
“I didn’t refer to it ,,, as anti-Semitism as such. I had any number of experiences in the neighborhood roller-skating up to 
Kane Street to Talmud Torah or some other function, and being stopped by kids on the way where they checked me out 
for money or cut my necktie off. That was a big activity. They would get a pair of scissors and cut the tie off and leave the 
knot. No way that I could compete with that. My father was highly regarded in our neighborhood and highly protected by 
non-Jews who looked out for him. I don’t know whether it was by virtue of the protectiveness on the part of other 
immigrant families or some similar sensitivity. I used to bring packages of food to these people. My mother would make a 
whole thing up and I would bring it two doors down or around the block. It was a very poor neighborhood. When the Italian 
people in our neighborhood had feast days, my father was invited to sit on the platform, on the dais. He was an unusual 
kind of guy. He had a store where he sold things, but if somebody came in. he would say what’s wrong with the thing you 
got, I could fix that, and he would lose a sale. And they appreciated that. He was a very, very dear man, and he was 
treated very, very well.” 
 
How much of your lives were conducted in Yiddish when you were growing up?  
“It was conducted between my mother and my father, but not the kids. In the synagogue, I think that there was a 
concerted effort to assimilate. As far as conducting things in Yiddish, nobody spoke in Yiddish. The rabbi didn’t. The 
sermon was in English. The services were in Hebrew, the traditional liturgy. Yiddish was the language that people read in 
the newspaper. In my aunt’s house, I don’t think any of them spoke Yiddish. My father’s brothers didn’t speak Yiddish. 
Maybe they could, but they didn’t.” 
 
 
 



Joseph Goldfarb 
The son of Rabbi and Mrs. Goldfarb recalls his boyhood neighborhood. 
“This neighborhood had had ups and downs even before my father came here. It was a commercial neighborhood. Many 
of the members were storekeepers or businessmen from Columbia Street, from Smith Street, from Court Street. Some of 
them were from as far as Fifth Avenue. Most of them had small stores, dry good stores, drug stores and that type of local 
service and grocery stores… Over 50% of the Congregation lived on Columbia Street. The building of the Brooklyn-
Queens Expressway had a negative impact on the community and contributed to its decline. Louis Kronman had his 
Dentist office on Columbia Street above a store. They bussed in the poor Jewish kids from other neighborhoods. There 
was a Jewish orphanage where the CVS on Court Street is now. 
  
On Court Street between Kane and Degraw Streets, there were two Jewish grocers, both owners names were Cohen, 
and we patronized both, but we patronized one more than the other. Neither was a member. A lot of the storekeepers 
were not members. It wasn’t the style then for people to join a congregation. Those who would come from Europe, looked 
upon this shul as not kosher enough for them because we had mixed seating. At one point we had a choir with mixed 
voices, both male and female, and the furniture arrangement, which is of concern to orthodox synagogues was not in 
compliance. In a strictly orthodox shul the reading desk can not be as far forward as it is here.  It has to be further toward 
the center of the synagogue. So because it’s not in the center, it wasn’t kosher enough for them. This is, aside from the 
fact that many of them kept their stores open on the Sabbath and on holidays. They had a mixed type of observance. This 
happens with all of us from one extent to another. We pick and choose. So they picked what they wanted to. And what 
they didn’t want, they didn’t observe. 
 
The Jewish grocers didn’t have any meats. There were kosher butchers in the neighborhood. There were a couple of 
butchers on Court Street. There were a couple of butchers on Smith Street. There was a butcher on Atlantic Avenue. The 
Goldfarbs had a family member, Harry Grantz, who was a kosher butcher in Williamsburg, and my father chose to have 
his brother-in-law deliver the meat to the house. Passover foods were bought in the regular grocery stores. The Goldfarbs 
had a relative who was a member of the Horowitz Margaret family and we used to get matzahs by going to the factory.  
 
As far as I know, my mother did not attend a mikvah in this neighborhood. These things were kept hush-hush, and it was 
not publicized. When she woke up in the morning she did not say I’m going to the mikvah today. But I do remember that 
when we were riding in the car with my sisters and mother, and we would go to take care of errands. We used to make 
stops in Williamsburgh and Bensonhurst. My mother would get out of the car and go inside, and after a certain period of 
time, we waited and she came back out again. And it is my suspicion now that this was the purpose of these periodic 
visits… 
 
Rabbi Goldfarb had a very close relationship with the minister from Christ Church, located at the corner of Kane and 
Clinton. They walked through the neighborhood together arm-in-arm. 
  
When you look back now on it now [the rise of Hitler,] you wonder why Jews didn’t do more then, why Jewish leaders 
didn’t do more, why people took the news reports that did come in more seriously or respond more strongly. I don’t know 
why it passed us by. [What was the chatter in the synagogue then?] How terrible it is and Hitler is such a bad person. At 
purim time they would compare Hitler to Haman, at other times, Hitler to Pharoah. All the villains of Jewish history, they 
made the comparison. People here weren’t so much touched by it because they didn’t live in Europe. They lived here. 
They were safe… I don’t remember the neighborhood as being particularly anti-semitic. I went to PS 29 and had no 
problems there.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



The Jewish Community of South Brooklyn 
by Marion  Stein  
Marion and Ron Stein have been Kane Street members since 1974.  Marion has held various posts in the field of Jewish 
Education, including music librarian at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America. She currently serves as Librarian at the 
Abraham Joshua Heschel High School, sings with the De Rossi Singers and serves on the Hannah Senesh Community Day 
School board. 

 
For the past forty-four years, we’ve lived here.  Jewish life has changed greatly in this nearly half-century.  In 1962 we 
moved to Brooklyn Heights and quickly joined the Brooklyn Heights Synagogue; BHS was the only game in town as far as 
we knew.  Atlantic Avenue was very far away from Montague Street and we had never even heard of Kane Street. 
  
We were the youngest members by far and the only newlyweds without kids at that time at BHS.  Since that time, as we 
all know, there has been a slow but steady expansion of Jewish life in the area with the revitalization of Kane Street 
Synagogue, the growth of The Brooklyn Heights Synagogue, the renewal of Congregation Mount Sinai and the 
establishment in 1988 of Congregation Bnei Avraham, the first Orthodox congregation in this community in the recent 
past. Bnei Avraham established the South Brooklyn eruv that extends all the way from the north Heights to the Gowanus 
Expressway and as far east as Hoyt Street. 
 
Part of this renewed vigor is the remarkable fact of the Hannah Senesh Community Day School (HSCDS.)  With the 
nationwide expansion of Jewish Day School education in the past two decades among Jews affiliated with movements 
other than the Orthodox and Ultra-Orthodox, comes our own community day school.   Who would have believed ten years 
ago when the school opened its doors with thirty-seven students that we would be moving to our own building on Smith 
Street and First Place in Carroll Gardens; a space designed to support the child-centered, pluralistic, integrated learning 
that characterizes the school? Within the next few months we will open this exciting new space designed to accommodate 
two hundred seventy students in grades K-8. The fact that our community can support such a school is remarkable in 
itself, but HSCDS is becoming a magnet for families seeking this sort of education for their children. At the same time the 
school enriches the other Jewish institutions of the area.   
 
As Kane Street, the oldest continuous Jewish congregation in Brooklyn, celebrates one hundred fifty years, we welcome 
Hannah Senesh into our midst as a sign of continued vibrant Jewish life in downtown Brooklyn.  May we also mention our 
overseas connection; this Journal is being read by our members in Israel who have gone on Aliyah.  Although we miss 
them terribly, we can only feel great satisfaction that we as a community are enriching Jewish life with our best and 
brightest in Israel. May we be strong and continue to grow in strength and ma’asim tovim’. 
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	Rabbi Goldfarb had a very close relationship with the minister from Christ Church, located at the corner of Kane and Clinton. They walked through the neighborhood together arm-in-arm.

