




PLYMOUTH 
AVENUE NORTH was 
a thriving business 
community in about 
1946-48 when tliis 
photograph was 
taken. Among the 
businesses along the 
avenue were North 
Side Bakery, People's 
Printing Company, 
William Strimling 
Drugs, Abe's 
Delicatessen, 
Grossman Plymouth 
Food Market, Jack 
Margolis' Garage, and 
the Homewood 
Theatre. 

loans. " Shepsel Roberts remembers that during his first 
year away at school he '"ate only once a day, at 3:.30, in a 
little restaurant. I ate so much bread with the meal that 
it lasted me until the next day. '^" 

However, others belie the popular historians" em
phasis on education. Eddie Schwartz says he intended to 
go to college, but when be found he could earn $2.00 a 
night making up the student newspaper, he decided be 
could learn just as much that way as by paying tuition in 
the school of journalism. Iz Goldberg wanted to go to 
work when he graduated from high school at age sixteen, 
but his mother, as Jewish mothers are supposed to, de
cided that Iz should be a doctor, ""the pinnacle of suc
cess. Yet Sam Royce's mother prevented him from get
ting a college education; his chance to study pbarmac\' at 
the College of St. Thomas on a football scholarship was 
spoiled by bis mother, who "'wouldn't have me[,] a 
Jewish boy[,] attend a Catholic school. '^ ' 

Indeed, only four of the eight men inten'iewed for 
this studv' are college graduates, certainly less than 
might be expected considering the popular belief that 
East European Jewish immigrants yearned unanimouslv' 
for higher education. Moreover, they belie the belief 
that education was the object of much parental sacrifice, 
for all four paid their own way. In addition, five of the 
nine vvon-ien respondents are also college graduates, an 
unexpectedb' large number in light of the general belief 

that daughters of immigrant families went to work young 
to help put their brothers through college. 

TO SL'M UP, then, many of the adjustments that were 
made in New Y'ork were made in the same ways in 
smaller cities to the west. But, like the popular belief 
about the importance attached to a college education, 
some of the myths are less than true, at least for this 
Minneapolis sample. One such myth is that of the 
smothering Jewish mother and the failed Jewish father. 
The stereotypical Jewish immigrant mother expresses 
her love by feeding and bullying those around her. The 
stereotypical Jewish immigrant father stands behind her, 
a failure in the eyes of his children, that line of little boys 
stretching from Hutcbins Hapgood to Irving Howe. He 
is a failure either because he failed at both business and 
at Americanizing himself, or because he succeeded but 
was too busy making money to "understand" his wife and 
children. 

Yet the interviews for this study make an entirely 
different view ovei-whehningly clear. Nine of the seven
teen respondents speak of their fathers with great admi
ration, sometimes awe. Only four speak more of their 

^̂  Lyons inteniew; Roberts inteniew. 
^'Author interview with Edward P. Schwartz, February 

25, 1976; Goldberg inteniew; Royce, "I Promised Mother,"" 6. 
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mothers than their fathers, and only two of those do so 
with real respect or affection. Mothers, in fact, do not 
appear in the interviews ver>' often. When they do, tbev' 
are usually objects of pity or dutiful respect, in cursory 
references to bow well they seemed to cope with the 
problems of feeding or caring for their children, or how 
well they kept a Jewish home. 

When the attitude toward father is a rejecting one, it 
is stated briefly, succinctly: ""Almost eveiybody loved 
Pop except bis wife and children. It's hard to love a weak 
man." Another said, ""My father wasn't around veiy of
ten, so we were on our own." More typical is the woman 
who speaks with admiration of her father opposing the 
czar, then fleeing for his life: ""He was rather a. gallant 
person.'" Another respondent rhapsodizes about bis 
fatber"s voice, his ""magnificent bands" that could build 
anything, his business success, bow be educated bimselb 
Another remembers her father as "very good looking 

very active, vibrant. The woman he loved was en
gaged to another, but he wanted her. She broke her 
engagement, and she married my father. "̂ ^ 

Is it that the immigrant mother as a role model or 
family member was not very exciting? It could be the 
expected closeness of daughter to father that makes 
women erase their mothers from their reminiscences but 
remember their fathers as "so handsome, blond with 
blue eyes, and a great auburn beard," or characterize 
them as wonderful, a good citizen, much beloved in the 
communi ty , pious, generous , well-read, scholarly, 
sophisticated, and a progressive thinker, adjectix'es used 
by several of the respondents. One called her father an 
"uncommon man," another said, "He was to me a sym
bol of everything that was good, and everything that was 
human, " and yet another — speaking for many, includ
ing all but two of the male respondents — said "I wor
shipped my father. " 

Another respondent says revealingly, ""My father 
came here. His eighth child, Saul, was born six weeks 
after they arrived" (italics the author's). Only a vague 
reference is made to the mother who had to travel with 
seven small children, seven months pregnant with her 
e ighth child, by train and ship from Rumania, to 
Amsterdam, to Quebec, to Minneapolis! Irving Howe 

^^The author has chosen to keep the sources for the first 
two quotations in this paragraph anonymous. Other sources for 
this and two paragraphs foftowing are SchoflFinterview; Shapiro 
inteniew; Hymes inteniew; Greene inteniew; Lyons inter
view; author inteniew with Bfanche Flafpern Goldberg (Mrs. 
Isadore), May 4, 1976; Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers 
(New York, 1976); Judith Kramer Leventman, "Fathers and 
Sons: Conflict Resolutions of Third Generation American 
Jews,"" Ph.D. thesis. University ofMinnesota, 19.58. 

-̂̂  Hymes interview; author inteniew vvith Maurice J. 
Schanfield, January 13, 1977. 

^'' Greene inteniew; Schwartz inteniew. 

writes about the World of Our Fathers; Judith Kramer 
defines the third generation as those whose fathers were 
born in the LTnited States or came here before they were 
ten years old. Why fathers? Why not mothers, especially 
among Jews, where it is the Jewish mother who makes 
her child a Jew by birth and by keeping a Jewish home? 
If more women wrote immigrant histories and novels 
and did more of the social research, would the mother/ 
father stereotypes be different? Perhaps, but the tes
timony of the respondents in this study indicates that it is 
the Jewish mother who may be a pale, shadowy figure, 
and that there may be little historical accuracy in the 
accepted view that immigrant children were ashamed of 
their fathers. 

ANOTHER SET OF MYTHS surrounds intermarriage. 
One respondent tells the familiar story of a young woman 
who was taking her masters degree at the university 
when she married her professor, who was not Jewish. 
""Her parents mourned ber as dead, they just cut ber off 
completely. . She had been the pride and joy and 
light of the family [with] this brilliant mind that she 
bad. " Another respondent married the child of a mixed 
marriage, a young woman whose parents had left the 
state; the bride had never known she had aunts, uncles, 
and cousins in Minneapolis.^^ 

Yet it seems clear that intermarriage was not the ul
timate rejection of father, mother, religion, and commu
nity, as popular fiction and some traditionalists would 
have us believe. When love won out over family pride or 
religious tradition, families, at least in Minneapolis, 
tended to adjust, and the hurts healed, at least on the 
surface. One respondent's brother married a girl whose 
father was president of a Unitarian college; bis Orthodox 
parents accepted her. Another chose exile with his 
Swedish-Norwegian bride, but within two years they 
were back in Minneapolis, where his mother welcomed 
them home, ""quite something for an Orthodox Jewish 
lady." Intermarriage may also have been far more com
mon than is supposed. Five of the seventeen respond
ents in this study married non-Jews, an unexpectedly 
large number. The snowball nature of the sample is not 
responsible for this frequency; it is sheer chance, for the 
five who intermarried are not all acquainted with one 
another. 2'' 

THE ORAL HISTORIES in this study also cast doubt on 
several of the fundamental concepts in social history and 
immigrant history. One is the concept of the marginal 
man, defined by Kurt Lewin et al., as a man whose world 
was divided into three areas. There was his own life 
space, the person and the psychological environment as 
it existed for him. There was the physical and social 
world outside. And there was a boundary zone, or mar
ginal area, where the two met. Lewin also discerned a 
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strong tendency for more privileged members of the 
minoritv' group — those who were better educated or 
more successful or more handsome or beautiful — to cut 
themselves loose from the minority and trv' to join the 
majorit). Thus, marginality included a dominant and 
subordinate culture or, more specifically, a superior and 
an inferior one.^^ 

More recently, Milton Goldberg has suggested that 
the marginal man who exists on the cnltural borderline 
from early childhood in the companv- ot a large niunber 
of others is not an outsider; he is a participating member 
of a marginal culture (or network) in which he, too, can 
feel comfortable, normal, and integrated. And other 
scholars have suggested that the problems ascribed to 
marginality are realb' the dilemmas of living in any 
rapidb- changing, sociallv' mobile culture, and that al
most everybody finds himself in marginal situations at 
times.^^ 

However, the respondents iu this study, and the 
memoirists, consistentb' refer to tliemselves as ""we" and 
"'us" and to gentiles as ""they" or ""them." The\' also vali
date Joshua Fishman's theory that an individual who is 
uncomfortable in bis marginal status learns to speak the 
language of the dominant culture more rapidly, because 
his feelings of self-worth are related to his ability to 
communicate. For example, of the two women who ar
rived iu Minneapolis at age twelve, one speaks with au 
accent, the other does not. The one whose spoken Eng
lish is grammaticallv' perfect and without accent speaks 
fiercely still of those children who fifty-four years ago 
called ber "greenhorn"; she is a leader in the commu
nit)'. The one who still speaks with a foreign accent is 
shy, withdrawn, and has few social contacts.^'' 

The respondents in this study also make strikingly 
clear that the idea ot a ""generation " as a definable group 
set apart by age or date of arrival in the United States is an 
intellectual construct that should have been abandoned 
long ago. Unfortunately, "generation" is an exceedingly 
convenient word to use, and many respected social sci
entists have devoted a great deal of time to its explica
tion. Karl Mannheim was one of the first to concern 
himself with generations as a framework tor social 
change. Mannheim posited that members of a given 
generation shared a common location in the social struc
ture and in the historical dimension of social process and 
exhibited certain characteristic wavs of thinking and re
sponding. The first generation was defined as immi
grants who were fiv-e years old or older on arrival in the 
United States and the second generation as native-born 
of foreign-ljorn parents or those who were under five on 
arrival in the United States. Using this definition, 
\\ ' . Llovd Warner saw older and vounger generations of 
immigrants as estranged and isolated from one another, 
because the children felt the full force of the dominant 
societv's assimilating pressures. ,\nd Will I lerberg saw a 

first generation using its traditional religion and religious 
organizations to provide location, identitv', and status, 
while the second generation rejected its religion to re
solve the conflict between their parents' culture and 
American culture.^* 

There is, bv now, evidence to the contraiy. Marshall 
Sklare and Joseph Greenblum found a distinct genera
tional decline in ritual observance in the Chicago suburb 
of ""Lakeville, " but noted a similarity in levels of ritual 
observance be tween contemporaneous second- and 
third-generation respondents. Earlier, Judith Kramer in 
her 1956 studv- of Minneapolis Jewry accidentally in
cluded sixteen men who were chronologically second 
generation in her studv of the third generation; when she 
cross-tabulated, she found the two groups had the same 
social characteristics. ®̂ 

If one looked at the Eastern European immigrants of 
1881-1914 in their New Y'ork ghetto, it was fairly easy to 
see them as a mass, rather than as individuals, and to 
refer to them as an amoqdious "'first generation. " The 
children who came of age in f9f0-20 were then the sec
ond generation, and they produced a third generation 
which reached adulthood in the 1940s. However, there 
is an imdeniable fanning pattern resulting from the fact 
that persons born between 1895 and 1914, for example, 
have children whose birtbdates may fall as early as 1910 
or as late as 1960 or even later. And this fanning pattern 
makes it impossible to describe the children of the 
189.5-1914 group as a ""generation." 

In this study, for example, those who are first genera
tion by definition were born between 1887 and 1914; the 
so-called second generation were born between 1895 
and I9 I1 . Thus the youngest members of the first gener
ation are actually younger than any in the so-called sec-

^^Kurt Lewin, Field Theory in Social Science: Selected 
Theoretical Papers, .57, 143 (New York, 1951). 

2'̂ Milton M. Goldberg, "A Qualification of the Marginal 
Man Theory," in American Sociological Review, 6:5.5-.58 (Feh-
ruaiy, 1941). 

^''See, for example, Joshua A. Fi.shman, Language Loyalty 
in the United States: The Maintenance and Perpetuation of 
Non-English Mother Tongues by American Ethnic and Reli
gious Groups (The Hague, 1966); Simon R. Herman, ""Explo
rations in the Social Psychology of Language Choice,"" in 
Joshua ,A. Fishman, ed.. Readings in the Sociology of Lan
guage. 492-511 (The Hague, 1968). 

^^Kad Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge, 
276-322 (London, 1952); Bernard Lazerwitz, "Contrasting the 
Effects of Generation, Class, Sex and Age on Croup Identifica
tion in the Jewish and Protestant Communities,"" in Socio/ 
Forces, 49:52 (September, 1970); Will Herberg, Protestant, 
Cadiolic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology, 
179-223 (Revised ed.. New York, 1960). 

2̂  Marshall Sklare and Joseph Greenblum, /eici.s/i Identity 
on the Suburban Frontier (New York, 1967); Leventman, 
""Fathers and Sons,"" 289-292. 
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GRANDMA AND GRANDPA NATHENSON, Fern 
Wolfs grandparents first names unknown), were 
both born in the United States but of Lithuanian 
parents. Tiie picture was taken in about 1904. Note 
the mismatched top of Grandma Natlicnsoiis 
dress, pieced from leftover fabric. 

THE HANDSOME, .smiling, prosperous-looking 
people below are, from left, Mary Nathenson Bloom, 
Abraham S. Bloom, and children Fern (now Wolf) 
and Jerome F The picture was taken in 1917 in 
Kansas City, Missouri, where Bloom had a wartime 
military supply business for a couple of years. 

TENNIS, ANYONE? Not everyone was poor in the 
1930s. Irving Greene, an uncle of Rhoda Lewin's 
and a young newspapei' reporter, poses with his 
bride Nioma in front of his wife's parents' home. 
THE PHOTO below of two unidentified children is 
from the Woik famdy album. 



Oral History Techniques 
Rhoda G. Lewin 

ORAL HISTORY has become an increasinglv' popular 
research technique since historian Allan Nevins first 
gave it the scholar's imprimatur as director ot the Oral 
History Research Office at Columbia Universitv' in 1948. 
Oral history goes bv' other names in other fields: to the 
public opinion analvst, it is elite intenievving; to the 
social scientist, it is qualitative research. Whatever die 
name, though, the technique seems to be simplicitv' it
self; the interviewer/investigator asks the respondent to 
talk about an event, a period of time, a job, a wav' of life 
— whatever has happened in that respondent's life diat 
is unique or of interest to the interviewer. 

There is far more to good oral history, however, than 
finchng a respondent and turning on a tape recorder. 
Oral history is an art, an empatbic one-to-one relation
ship between a source person and a good listener. It is a 
demanding art, for the interviewer must be able to think 
and react on many levels simultaneously. He must listen 
to what the respondent is saying while be thinks of the 
question he just asked to make sure it is being answered. 
He must remember what has already been covered in 
the interview, what topics be wants to return to to 
explore more thoroughb', and what be hopes to cover. 
He must anticipate where he is going to go conversation-
alb- if the respondent seems to be almost through vvith 
the subject, and must be formulating in bis mind the 
transition to a new topic while he considers whether the 
current subject has been completely exhausted. He bas 
to have researched his subject and the era or topic under 
discussion so that be has a fist of subjects or questions to 
refer to and a theoretical frame of reference which in
cludes areas of knowledge to be explored during die 
interview. 

The oral historian encourages the respondent to 
structure his own account and lets him introduce to a 
considerable extent bis own notions of what he considers 
relevant. The good interviewer avoids questions vvbicb 
can be answered with a simple yes or no, questions 
which suggest their own answers, long and complex 
questions, and academic jargon. He avoids ambiguous 
wording and threatening questions, using instead ques
tions which are open-ended and thus will, one hopes, 
elicit long-forgotten thoughts and feelings. His follow-up 
questions are usuaOy of the "reason-why"" varietv'; the 
simplest is "'why? ", but the variations are infinite. They 
may include ""Why do you say that?" or "Why do you feel 
that vvav'?" or '"What made you change your mind? " and 

""What do vou think are the reasons?" Such questions 
explore both knowledge and memory and provide the 
quotable quotes which add sparkle and credibilitv- to re
search. Through oral history one learns the picturesque 
details, the atmosphere, the informed guess, the unin
tended insights that teach us how people interacted and 
why they behaved as they did. History becomes accessi
ble to us all, and is made vivid through the description of 
events on a human scale. 

Here are some additional, often basic but sometimes 
neglected, '"bovv-tos" for the oral historian: 

Lbse the best equipment you can get, preferably a 
plug-in tape recorder. If your tape recorder is battery-
operated, buy fresh batteries before an inten'iew. 

Start with a new, clean tape for each interview. 
Sixty-minute tapes are best. 

Practice with your tape recorder at home. 
Learn something about the history of the time period 

and the person you are studying so that you know what 
the important questions are. Then you will not have to 
interrupt to ask for factual details, and you will un
derstand whv- people did what they did, when they did. 

Make an appointment for die in teniew. Be on time 
and be neat, clean, polite. Remember, vour respondent 
is doing you a favor. 

Find a quiet, relaxing place for the inteniew. 
Set up your equipment, then set the microphone 

down and do not touch it during the interview. Never 
hold the microphone or hold it in the respondent's face. 

Get acquainted first. Talk about something of mutual 
interest — sports, weather, or explain how the tape 
recorder works. This gives you both time to relax. 

To make sure you are recording, ask your respondent 
to tape a testing sentence first. Then play it back to make 
sure you are recording and at the proper volume. 

During the interview, talk as little as possible. You 
know about yourself. It is your respondent you are in
terested in. 

Be a good fistener, eager, attentive. Look interested. 
Even good respondents need to know they are talking 
about the right things. 

Have a list of subject areas or questions handy to 
refer to; they are your ""security blanket. " Make sure 
they are broad subjects such as the depression, or World 
War I, or the respondent's business or organization. 

While the respondent is talking, have paper and a 

270 Minnesota History 



pen or pencil handy for two reasons: (f) you may think 
of a question to ask or hear something you do not un
derstand and want to ask about later; (2) you can jot down 
names of people and places the respondent mentions so 
you can ask him or her to spell them for you at the end of 
the interview. 

The kinds of questions you ask and how you ask them 
are crucial. Avoid questions which can be answered with 
a yes or a no. Ask "reason-why" questions — "Why do 
vou feel that way?" and so on. Phrase your questions 
carefully so they do not sound insulting. 

Let the respondent structure the interview; let him 
or her tell you what he or she thinks is important. Do not 
try to make your respondent talk about what you are 
interested in. Do not press for more or for details when 
your respondent wants to stop or change the subject. Do 
not make your respondent angry. Never argue. 

When the interview is over, make sure you have 
written down the following data: full name of respondent 
(if a married woman, include maiden name); full name of 
in t e rv iewer ; r e s p o n d e n t ' s address and t e l e p h o n e 
number; date, time, place; any other pertinent informa
tion about circumstances surrounding in teniew. 

You must ask your respondent to sign a legal release 
form. The Minnesota Historical Society form is simple 
but adequate. 

Always remember to say ""thank you." 
When transcribing your tape, do not make any 

changes. Do not omit anything unless you note the omis
sion in your manuscript. You can, however, omit ""filler " 
words like '"uh. " 

Never destroy your tapes. 

For miscellaneous works on techniques, see: 

Willa K. Baum, Oral History for the Local Historcial 
Society (Nashville, Tenn., I97I). 

, Transcribing and Editing Oral History 

(Nashville, Tenn., 1977). 

Lewis Anthony Dexter, ed.. Elite and Specialized Inter

viewing (Evanston, 111., 1970). 

Amelia R. Fry, "'The Nine Commandments of Oral His

tory," in Journal of Library History, January, 1968, pp. 

6.3-73. 

Leo A. Goodman, "Snowball Samphng," in Annals of 

Mathematical Statistics, 32:148-170 (March, I96I). 

Norman Hoyle, "Oral History," in Library Trends, July, 

1972, pp. 60-82. 

James Hoopes, Oral History: An Introduction for Stu

dents (Chapel Hifl, N.C. , 1979). 

S tanley L. P a y n e , The Art of Asking Questions 

(Princeton, N.J. , 1951). 

ond generation. Members of the ""first generation " bad to 
learn English after their arrival in the Lbiited States; 
otherwise both generations are of similai- age, place ot 
early residence, and cultural and religious backgrounds, 
and they struggled as one against povertv', the depres
sion, anti-Semitism, and other social trauma. It should 
therefore come as no surprise that the respondents in 
this study form a remarkabb homogeneous group de
spite their generational differences. There is no discern
ible difference in adjustment between Ida Sanders (first 
generation) and Florence Greene and Isadoie Goldberg 
(both second generation), all of whom were bcn-ii in 1900, 
or between Ernie Fliegel and Maurv' Schanfield, one 
"first and the other ""second" generation, but both born 
in 1904 and tvvinlike in their life patterns. Moreover, the 
f 920s' first generation is in many ways different from the 
first generation which bad come earlier, both in a far 
more rapid acculturation and in a strong resemblance to 
their age-mates, the second-generation children of the 
1905 immigrants, perhaps because the so-called first-
generation immigrant of 1924 encountered a far different 
world from that of the first-generation immigrant ot, say, 
1905. Talking pictures, the radio, automobiles, unions 
and higher wages, women's rights, prohibition and re
peal, the decline of the extended family, mechanization 
of work and housekeeping, improved international 
communication, and a bost of other historic changes 
made acculturation different, and less traumatic in many 
ways, tor 1924 s ""first generation. 

A new definition of generation, then, well-supported 
by the life histories in this studv', is that of a loosely 
defined group whose members share a common location 
in the historical dimension of the social process. They are 
all at the same place at the same time, they are exposed 
to common experiences, they are all adults, and that is 
all. Their place of birth and age of arrival in the Llnited 
States appear to have no bearing on their social and cul
tural adjustments. 

BOLIND UP with the questions of marginality and gen
eration is one ot the most prominent themes in imn-ii-
grant history, the assumption that the passage from 
shtetl culture and American ghetto into American mo
dernity usually had to be made at the expense of ones 
Jewishness. In this studv', however, the respondents' 
ambivalence toward their parents' religion would seem 
to be more the healthy ambivalence, the adolescent re
bellion, of the maturing child in a changing society. Of 
course, to inten'iew seventeen persons and not have one 
mention a youthful rejection of his or her origin and 
religion is not to say that such feelings did not exist. But 
it is to suggest that the rejection theme is too final, that 
what happened was a tempering, a modification of or
thodoxy, an adjustment to a modern and ven' different 
society that was quite in keeping vvith Judaism s tradi-
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tional ability to adjust to new conditions in the Diaspora, 
the dispersion of the Jews outside the Holy Land. 

The newcomers to America felt the full effect of the 
Talmudic saving: "If you live in the generation of Rabban 
Gamaliel, do according to the precepts of Rabban 
Gamaliel — and if you live in the generation ot Raljbi 
Yoseb, do according to the precepts of Rabbi Yoseb. " 
Each age had emphasized different values in the Jewish 
religion; the industrial revolution ot the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries brought vvith it civil emancipation 
and breakdown of the Jews' ghetto-isolation. European 
Jews, eager tor secular education and a place in society 
on au equal footing with gentiles, began to modify or 
even to abandon their age-old ceremonies and forms ot 
worship. .-And the changes accelerated among the immi
grants, suddenly freed from the pervasive religiosity ot 
the old ghetto community.^" 

Before tlie beginning ot the nineteenth century, al
most eveiybody in the Jewish ghetto was "Orthodox. " 
Orthodoxy's adherents revered all the dogmas, doc
trines, statutes, and commandments of their ancient re
ligion as fixed and unalterable. The commandments — 
the 613 mitzvot — governed everything an Orthodox 
Jew said and did each clay. The vounger , more 
.Americanized Orthodox Jews might abandon their 
beards and long sideburns, and their wives might stop 
wearing the sheitel (wig) customarv' for married women, 
but the>' observed with close attention to detail the Sab
bath and all the many holy days on the Jewish religious 
calendar; tbev' continued faithful to the dietary laws 
(kasiirut or kosher) and moral laws; they did not ride or 
work on the Sabbath and holy days; men and women sat 
in separate sections of the synagogue; the men wore 
prayer shawls and covered their heads when they 
prayed. 

Reform Judaism was begun by western European 
Jews wJio wanted to be accepted on an etpial tooting with 
gentiles in every area of life. These westernized Jewish 
intellectuals, the prosperous merchants, their educated 
wives, all saw traditional Judaism as embarrassingly ex
otic and restrictive. Denying that the Torah was divinely 
revealed, they abandoned much of the symbolism and 
traditions of Judaism. In Germany, where Reform was 
worked out in detail, their hymns were in German, sung 
to German Protestant tunes with organ accompaniment 
played by a Christian organist. In America they would 
pray and sing in English. Men and women no longer sat 
apart in the synagogue but occupied family pews. The 
men were bareheaded. Instead of the familiar babble of 
Orthodox prayer — each man talking aloud to his God — 
people praved silentlv'. The Mosaic-Rabbinic laws on 
diet, dress, and behavior were modernized or discarded. 

In the middle, as it were, was Conservative Judaism, 
a new .American variation based on the belief that life is 
fluid ;nid conditions constantly changing; that to survive. 

the Jewish religion must change, retaining as many as 
possible of the traditional beliefs, ceremonies, and prac
tices if they are relevant to contemporary culture and do 
not conflict vvith scientific fact. Conservative Judaism 
modified rather than rejected tradition and ancient laws. 
For example. Conservative Jews did not feel that they 
had violated the Sabbath ordinances against making a 
fire by pressing a light switch to create illumination. 
Men and women sat together in the synagogue and 
prayed in both Hebrew and English. However, they ob
served every festival and fast day, covered their heads 
and wore prayer shawls in the synagogue, and said the 
appropriate blessings. 

To some, the transition seemed abrupt , almost 
frightening: "I can well remember bow some of these 
immigrant families, real Orthodox and real observant — 
it wasnt a matter of more than one year, or two years, or 
th ree years , the boys, especial ly, b e c a m e nonaf
filiated. It was all so quick!" For othf^rs, it was 
a gradual transition. The parents were Orthodox, but the 
boys were Bar Mitzvali at thirteen in a Conservative 
svnagogue. Fifteen of the seventeen persons inter
viewed for this study began life as Orthodox Jews. To
day, two are Orthodox, but only one is affiliated with an 
Orthodox synagogue, nine are Consei-vative, and seven 
are Reform. One is ""intoxicated with the richness of the 
Jewish tradition" but finds the Conservative way more 
orderlv and therefore more enjoyable. Others, like ber 
brother, "'didn't decide to go a different way, I just 
drifted. ""3' 

Wdiat was rejected, judging from this study and from 
the evidence all about us, was the sometime inconveni
ence of Orthodox religious observance. The first thing to 
go was the Lords injunction to remeinber the Sabbath 
and keep it holy. One of the most Orthodox respondents 
was the p rop r i e to r of a grocery in a non-Jewish 
neighborhood, who felt he had to stay open on Saturday 
to make a living. Children who sold newspapers to help 
support their families worked on Saturdays, too, and the 
parents could not afford to demur. If you owned a fish 
market, or were a peddler, or worked for a Jewish firm, 
perhaps you could rest on the Sabbath. If not, you 
worked. 

Also symbolic of the breach in the '"fences'" that sur
rounded the Orthodox Jew was what one man calls ""the 

^°For this and three paragraphs following, see Nathan Au-
siihel. The Book of Jewish Knowledge, 2.30-236 (New York, 
1964). Forms of Jewish worship vary slighdy, of course, fioni 
country to country and congregation to congregation, just as 
tliev' do in other religions. 

•""For this and two paragraphs following, see Jewish Com
munity Center, "Community Self Discovery: Family Life,"" 
March 23, 1976; Schanfield interview; Mavberg interview; 
Fliegel inteniew; Schoff inteniew; Berman, "Family Chroni
cle," 21. 
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ka.shrut revolt," the young people's move away from re
ligious restrictions on various foods and food combina
tions. Some of the symbolism also disappeared, the out
ward trappings of Orthodox ways more fitted to smaller 
conimunities and a slower pace of life. After a few years, 
nobody seemed to have time to carry the symbolic lidav 
(palm branch) and etlirog (citron) from house to house 
during Sukkoth, the harvest festival. Friday night was 
still ""special" for many, with the family gathered for a 
festive meal and the lighting of the Sabbath candles, but 
in the Old Countiy there had been no Friday night high 
school basketball or football games, no Friday night 
symphony concerts or plays in a concert hall or theater 
too far away to reach on foot. Gradually, things changed. 

Some, indeed, would say that it was the immigrants 
themselves, the parents, who led the way. One remem
bers parents who were "'proud of being Jews, " although 
they were never verv religious, and another remembers 
a hither who ""didn't have too much interest in religion. " 
The Halperns, newly arrived from Rumania, argue in 
their Minneapolis kitchen: 

Ma: You've got to do that because it's the Jewish 
way. 

Pa: Y'ou've got to give, if you want to keep vour 
children. . . If you don't go along with your 
children, you get left behind.^^ 

However, the sense of Jewishness persists, even for 
the most assimilated, in affiliations with Jewish organiza
tions, in associations with non-Jews made self-conscious 
by their knowing that they represent all Jews in the eyes 
of the outsider, in self-acknowledgment as Jews, in a 
continuing concern for "my people." One of the most 
assimilated speaks with great pride of being descended 
from the great tenth-century Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg. 
Another who attended synagogue recently for the first 
time in many years says, "God, how ignorant I am! Why 
didn't I have enough study to learn all diis, to know all 
this?"33 

American mass culture, industrialization, urbaniza
tion and geographic mobility, free public education, the 
American emphasis on childhood and youth with its con
comitant de-emphasis of adult values and culture pat
terns, and the generous financial and social rewards 

32 Hymes in ten iew; Blanche Halpern Goldberg in ten iew. 
33 Shapiro in ten iew; Schanfield in ten iew. 
3"Philip A. M. Taylor, The Distant Magnet: European Im

migration to the U.S.A., 21 (London, 1971). 
35 Gavin Langmuir, "Tradition, History and Prejudice," in 

Jewish Social Studies, 31:1.57-164 (July. 1968). 

often enjoyed liy the immigrant who cast ofl bis Old 
World ways — all worked to integrate the immigraut 
into the, national language and the common culture. 
Philip Taylor has coined the term "disappearance 
phenomena" tor the speed vvith which immigrants sup
posedly abandoned their ethnic heritage and became 
culturally indistinguishable, but the inherent anomaly in 
the "de-ethnization " of the immigrant — that so many 
could be "de-ethnicized " so rapidly but did not disappear 
— bears more studv than it has bad. We are onlv' begin
ning to realize that "maintenance phenomena' always 
existed, but were considered unimportant by scholars 
and writers bemused bv' the melting pot concept. Cer
tainly oral histories and memoirs can be a rich source ot 
materials documenting bow Jews or other groups re
tained their ethnicity.3* 

To sum up, then, a problem with much of immigrant 
history would seem to be what Gavin Langmuir calls 
social epistomology, a process wherein ideas are ac
cepted and stay current because ""everybody " believes 
them, because ""authorities " with academic titles or reli
gious positions espouse them, or because no one bothers 
energetically to criticize them. It is social epistomolog>' 
which provides approximatelv' the same warranty tor the 
myth of the failed Jewish father, the so-called second 
generation's rejection of its parents' ethnicity and reli
gion, or the vvideb' held belief that Jews have a peculiar, 
innate ability to make money, as it does for the scientific 
truths derived from the most rigorous investigation. Oral 
histories and memoirs can be a first step in the re
examination of such stereotypes. They can be of im
mense and continuing value to scholars in niaiiv' disci
plines whose perceived image ot the immigrant is some
times flat, distorted, or incomplete. Scholars might also 
find that immigrant Jews, who have probably been 
studied more extensively than any other ethnic group, 
are basically just like everyone else in their adjustment 
to American society and therefore useful as models for 
other ethnic studies. And perhaps most important of all, 
oral histories and memoirs can be a rich source of ques
tions to investigate through quantitative research.^^ 

THE AUTHOR would tike to thank the fotlowing for affow-
iiig tier to use various pfiotograpfis; Tfie Jewisfi Community 
Center of Greater Minneapolis, Florence Greene, Sally 
Lazarus Krislief, Harry Rapaport, Fern Woff and Deborah 
Wolk. The photographs of Eddie Schwartz and Ernie Fliegel 
are published through the courtesy of the Minneapolis 
Tribune: tfie one of Pfymouth Avenue North in the 1940s is 
from the .Minnesota Historicaf Society's audio-visuat lihran. 
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