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INTRODUCTION

In 1880 when America had a population of fifty million, one quarter of a million of that total were Jews. The majority of these Jews were German and Sephardic who had come here with the languages of the countries in which their families had lived for generations. The new immigrants whose mother tongue was Yiddish were at that time in the minority.

The mass immigration of the Yiddish-speaking Jews from Eastern Europe started in the early 1880s. They were fleeing from the bloody pogroms in Russia and Rumania and from poverty and persecution in other Eastern European countries.

The mass immigration of Jews to the United States was like the wandering of peoples in ancient times and it seemed for a time that some of the Eastern European countries would be completely drained of their Jewish populations. The situation might possibly have come to that point, in fact, had it not been for the passage of strict quota laws at the beginning of the 1920s which all but closed the gates of America to these immigrants.

From 1881 to 1925, however, 2,650,000 Jewish immigrants managed to come to America from Eastern European countries alone. At that time this total amounted to a third of the Jewish population of all of Eastern Europe.

Wonderful tales had come from remote America to the Jews in Eastern Europe, even to the most far-flung towns and villages where no railways ran. Such magic words as “Golden Land,” “Freedom,” “Equality,” had animated them—somewhere, across the great ocean, a new land was being built, founded on freedom and equality for all people, a refuge for all who were suffering and persecuted.

For the impoverished and tormented Jews, these tales seemed the fulfillment of their dreams of finding a haven for themselves and their families, a place somewhere under the sun where they could have peace and live like human beings. These dreams and the tales they heard gave them the courage to set out for this country on the long quest for freedom and bread. They plodded along Europe’s paths and roads, stole across borders in the dark of night, traveled by horse and wagon and train, endured a long painful voyage across the stormy ocean.

On the American shore, near Ellis Island, the Goddess of Freedom held high the bright torch for the immigrants. She enticed them with promises and stimulated their imagination. Many of them believed that as soon as they disembarked from the boat they would find heaven on earth and an end to all their suffering. But they were to experience many bitter disappointments in the new land.

In those years when new Jewish immigrants were arriving daily from Eastern Europe, committees were formed among the Jews already settled to encourage the newcomers to go west. But a great many of them preferred to remain near the shore where they had left the ship. They settled in the old tenements of New York, primarily in a small area of the Lower East Side. There, crowded together, they stayed near landsleit who had migrated before them, or near friends who had come on the same boat.

It did not take them long to find out that no luxuries awaited them—that one had to struggle hard here for the necessities of life. The transition from their old way of life in the shtetel to a new life in the seething, vast city of New York was not an easy one to make. Back home, everything had been founded on traditional Judaism. There the Sabbath was sacred. Even an unbeliever would not dare desecrate the Sabbath in public. Kashruth was carefully observed; the Jewish holidays were properly celebrated. Even few “enlightened” men in small towns would dare to trim or shave their beards.

Thus had the Jews conducted themselves within strong traditions for generations and generations. Now, suddenly, they were thrust into a totally different world where they found it necessary to break with tradition and flout time-honored laws. They went to work on the Sabbath, they shaved their beards, and many of them began to eat non-kosher foods.

The “green” years were difficult and full of problems for the immigrants. Thousands and thousands of them were drawn into the needle trades and many found other types of employment. Working men and women at that time were not yet organized, and the majority of them were terribly exploited by their bosses. These were the days of the real “sweatshop” system. Not only the adults but children too worked under the worst conceivable conditions … often seven days a week, twelve and even fourteen hours a day, and for miserable wages. The immigrants lived in poverty, crowded in small damp rooms without daylight or fresh air. In the summer it was hard to breathe in the tenements and during the stifling nights they often slept by the thousands on the roofs.

Not only did they usually work for meager wages, but during slack times there were no jobs at any wage. Unemployment lasted for long periods of time. The immigrants often lacked the money to make the all-important payment on a steamship ticket purchased on the installment plan for someone else in the family waiting to immigrate. There was no bread, milk or money for rent.

During depression periods it was not uncommon to see families huddled on the sidewalks with their meager household effects. They had been thrown out of their apartments by the landlords because they were behind in their rent payments. Often, a plate was placed for collecting rent money near a haggard mother who sat with her little children on their bedding. Neighbors and passers-by who were moved by the scene threw coins in the dish. A few dollars might accumulate by the end of the day, and toward evening a neighbor would take the small sum to the landlord, who would let the family back into their apartment.

In those years of mass immigration there was much to be deplored in this country, most specifically in the great city of New York. Countless wrongs were committed against the new immigrants, many of which even violated the principles of the United States Constitution. The poverty was oppressive, and more than one newcomer was driven to suicide.

Nevertheless, the majority of the immigrants refused to give up their dreams. They would not, they could not. The visions that had accompanied them to the new land persisted.

Within them raged a protest against all that was evil here but they seemed to sense a promised freedom in the air and did not lose faith. They still believed that things could be good for them in the “Golden Land” and spoke with assurance about the good life awaiting their children. They knew that they had not come here as invaders, forcing their way into a country already built up and populated by a people for generations. And their awareness that they had come with the same rights as the many other immigrants of various nationalities who had settled here and begun to build a new, richer life bolstered their courage. They were young and energetic and would not be easily discouraged. They were determined to make this country their home.

The Forward, a Yiddish daily newspaper in America which celebrated its seventieth anniversary in 1967, played an important role in helping the Eastern European Jewish immigrants transplant and adjust themselves to American life.

Many of the immigrants had grown up in remote areas where a newspaper was seldom seen. But here in the new land, when they saw a newspaper with the familiar Alef-Beis that they had known from the Prayer Book, the Pentateuch, or from their mothers’ “Ladies’ Bible,” they were drawn to the publication. It was as if their Alef-Beis from home and kheyder had followed them to America. And when they took the Yiddish newspaper in their hands and found that they could read it, they were pleasantly surprised. The eye first caught a headline printed in large letters about an important news item. But with the reading came increased appetite and little by little they plunged into the density of the small print.

There were some among these new arrivals who, back in the old country, had read a newspaper, a Yiddish periodical, a brochure on Socialism, Zionism, or something of Jewish literature. Among these there were some who had the potential to become leaders and educators in the social and cultural life of the immigrants.

The Jewish Daily Forward, which was primarily a working-man’s newspaper, attracted many of the immigrants who had become shopworkers. The paper began to teach them about trade unionism. It explained in their mother tongue how important it was for them to be organized, to unite to fight for higher wages, shorter working hours and decent treatment by the bosses. And the newcomers, who were lonely here, clung to the Forward in turn as to a newfound friend. It became their teacher and guide. The newspaper concerned itself with their lot, spoke to their hearts and quickly gained their respect and confidence.

It is no exaggeration to say that the pages of the Forward over the seven decades contain a true epical history of the Jewish mass immigration and the immigrants’ adaptation to life in this country. The saga of their struggles, achievements and contributions to the country were written into the day-by-day news. All sorts of articles, literary novels, sketches and special features were printed in this newspaper.

One of these features in the Forward was and still is the “Bintel Brief.”

Abraham Cahan was, except for a brief interval, the editor of the newspaper from its founding until shortly before his death in 1951. He maintained that the Forward should not devote itself exclusively to trade unionism, to political and social problems. From the outset, he broadened the interests of the paper and enlivened it with varied reading material, including light articles dealing with daily life. The daily newspaper thus drew readers from all strata and classes.

The popularity and circulation of the Forward grew at a rapid pace. It became the biggest, most influential Yiddish newspaper in America. By the early thirties the paper could boast of a circulation of a quarter of a million.

With its wide coverage and the important material it printed, the newspaper exercised a tremendous influence on Jewish life in America.

Mr. Cahan, who became well known as a talented author with his novel, The Rise of David Levinsky, and other works, was a strong advocate of realism. He not only printed realistic stories by well-known writers but made an effort to bring the reality of Jewish life in America into his newspaper. Through light articles he inspired and encouraged the readers to write to the Forward about any unusual events in their own lives, and about their own problems. Mr. Cahan firmly believed that “truth is stranger than fiction,” and as far back as 1903 planned a special feature for the newspaper in which the readers could express themselves, a section of the paper which would mirror real life. As a result, the daily feature, “A Bintel Brief,” was established in 1906. It immediately became very popular and is still, to this day, a most important feature of the paper.

The first three letters were printed with an introduction by the editor on January 20, 1906. One of the letters, written by a woman, gives us an insight into the poverty in which the immigrant working-class families lived on the Lower East Side. The woman had a sick husband, and their eldest son was the breadwinner of the family. The son wanted very much to own a watch and chain, the sort that were then being worn across the front of the vest. For a long time he saved from his lunch money until he was able to buy himself the watch. But it seems the watch lay hidden in the dresser most of the time and, according to the woman’s letter, it became their security against poverty. Since they could never save a dollar and lived from hand to mouth, every time “slack season” came, she took the watch to the pawnshop. For the few dollars she got there, they were able to live through a period in which there was no work.

Suddenly the watch disappeared. Her son was unemployed and she wanted to take the watch to the pawnshop but couldn’t find it. She suspected that a poor neighbor of hers, who came to the house quite often and was also jobless, had been driven by her own need to take her son’s watch to pawn. Since it was embarrassing to discuss the matter personally with the neighbor, the woman appealed to her through the Forward to send her the pawn ticket in the mail. She assured her neighbor, in the letter, that she would never reproach her because she knew her condition only too well, and added that they would remain friends.

The feature, “A Bintel Brief,” caught on quickly. For many readers the letters awakened a desire to unburden their hearts, to reveal their own problems and ask for advice. Whole sacks of mail began to pour in. Often the daily column contained several letters.

Abraham Cahan wrote in his memoirs (1929) the following about the “Bintel Brief”:

“People often need the opportunity to be able to pour out their heavy-laden hearts. Among our immigrant masses this need was very marked. Hundreds of thousands of people, torn from their homes and their dear ones, were lonely souls who thirsted for expression, who wanted to hear an opinion, who wanted advice in solving their weighty problems. The ‘Bintel Brief’ created just this opportunity for them.

“Many of the letters we receive are poorly written and we must correct or rewrite them. Some of the letters are not written directly by the people who seek the advice, but by others who do it for them. It has even become a special occupation for certain people to write letters for those who cannot write. There also appeared small signs with the inscription ‘Here letters are written to the “Bintel Brief.” ’ [The price for writing such a letter ranged from twenty-five to fifty cents. I.M.] Often the professional ‘Bintel Brief’ writer let himself go with his own eloquence, but this, naturally, was deleted. And from time to time men and women came to the editorial office to ask that someone write a letter for them about their problems.

“Through the ‘Bintel Brief’ mothers have found the children they had lost many years ago. One mother, who had lost her child when it was an infant, found it through the ‘Bintel Brief’ some twenty years later. Such cases occurred countless times in the twenty-three years since the feature was first established.

“The name of the feature, ‘Bintel Brief,’ became so popular that it is often used as a part of American Yiddish. When we speak of an interesting event in family life, you can hear a comment like ‘A remarkable story—just for the “Bintel Brief.” ’ Other times you can hear, ‘It’s like a “Bintel Brief” story!’ Many of the themes from the letters have been used by writers of dramas and sketches for their works, because a world of literary import can be found in them.

“The first few years I used to answer all the letters myself. I did it with the greatest pleasure, because in the letters one sees a rare panorama of human souls and because I also had a literary interest in the work.”

During the sixty-five years of this daily feature, tens of thousands of letters have been printed. A great many of them mirror not only the varied problems of Jewish immigrant life in America but also the earth-shaking and catastrophic world events of this period.

One finds in the “Bintel Brief” many short biographies of people who barely escaped with their lives from disasters that raged like hurricanes over their heads and homes. The immigrants had numerous problems when they emerged from the turmoil of World War I, the Russian Revolution, the rise of Communism, and the Nazi German holocaust.

As one leafs through the pages of over sixty years of the “Bintel Brief,” one sees the themes changing with the passage of time. Old problems vanish and new ones appear. One also notices that the mood and approach to certain problems change. Over-all social progress, improved working conditions, state and federal reforms, and an increasingly higher standard of living solved many of the problems which they had to cope with.

It would seem incredible to a present-day reader to read in the “Bintel Brief” column, for example, a protest letter printed in 1906 about the actions of a boss. This particular letter denounced the boss for deducting two cents from the wages of a thirteen-year-old worker who earned two and a half dollars a week, simply because he came to work ten minutes late.

Today’s young Jewish-American mothers would think it was a contrived story if they were told that many years ago poor women of the East Side, who might have been their own grandmothers, wrote to the “Bintel Brief” pleading that someone take their children for adoption because they could not bear watching them go hungry.

The problems contained in the letters to the “Bintel Brief” were varied. Almost all of the readers of and the letter writers to the Forward in the early days were young, newly arrived immigrants. And what did they not write about in those days! The letters can be divided into categories: trivial, serious, comic and tragic. All of them, even the tritest and most sentimental, can serve as a sociological study of the people, of their environment, and of the times in which they lived.

Many of the letters at that time dealt with love and jealousy, with whether to marry or not, with love affairs between boarders and the married women in whose homes they lived.

The most tragic letters of those early years were written about poverty, unemployment and starvation, about young people in the sweatshops developing tuberculosis, about young girls lured into brothels. A great many pathetic, touching letters were printed from despairing women whose husbands had deserted them and their children, leaving them with no means of support. The women appealed to their husbands through the “Bintel Brief,” pleading with them to have pity and return home to their starving children.

The number of men who left their families became so great at one time that the Forward with the help of the National Desertion Bureau established a special column to trace them. In this column, which was titled “The Gallery of Missing Husbands,” they printed the pictures of the men and many of them were found.

As time went on, the subject matter of the letters changed and continued to change a great deal.

The majority of the present-day letter writers have now been in the country for many years, and they are no longer young. Many of them are now retired; they are well established here, with children and grandchildren. The problems they now write about to the “Bintel Brief” deal mainly with family matters. Mothers-in-law complain about their daughters-in-law; daughters-in-law complain about their mothers-in-law; a mother is concerned that her twenty-two-year-old daughter is in no hurry to get married; an old father, disappointed in his children, wants to bequeath his fortune to charity; a grandmother disowns her only grandson because he married a Gentile girl; a woman complains because her husband, already past seventy, is carrying on a love affair with a young widow.

Many of the letter writers today are old readers of the Forward and their close ties to the newspaper, as well as their confidence in the editor of the “Bintel Brief,” have grown stronger and deeper over the years. They often express their trust with an opening remark like: “You are the only one whom I can trust and to whom I can pour out my heart …” “As a reader of the Forverts since 1910, when the big cloakmakers’ strike took place, I appeal to you for advice, and I will do as you tell me …” “I know that no one can advise me as well as you can.” One reader writes that his asking for an opinion and counsel from the editor reminds him of the way people went to the rebbe in the old country.

The editor who answers the letters is far removed from the role of the rebbe (who gave people not only advice but blessings and amulets too). But, in his answers to the letters, the editor is more than just an adviser who gives perfunctory counsel. He is also the teacher and the preacher, and often his answer to a letter turns into an instructive lecture.

In this book, A BINTEL BRIEF, I have shortened or condensed some of the letters and most of the editor’s answers. In some of the answers I have given only a synopsis covering the essence of the editor’s reply.

In selecting the letters my purpose was to choose those which depict the true story of the immigrants, uprooted from the Old World, who came here determined to build a new life.

The letters are arranged in chronological order and the year each appeared in the Forward is noted.

Isaac Metzker   


FOREWORD

The “Bintel Brief” (letters to the editor) is indeed a concise and poignant history of the way the immigrant Jews fitted into their new adopted home, America. Abe Cahan, the novelist and the great editor of the Jewish Daily Forward, started the “Bintel Brief” in 1906 after realizing from some letters the paper received that there was a need to respond on a regular basis to readers’ problems that were well beyond the realm of the lovesick.

Letters from hundreds of immigrant Jews inundated the editorial desk. They asked for advice on many subjects. Leon Gottleib, then Mr. Cahan’s editorial assistant, spoke to him about the amount of daily mail. In particular, he wondered about three letters that he could not place in any of the paper’s existing departments.

Thus the “Bintel Brief’s” initiation. Here were some of the early questions:

“I am a Socialist and my boss is a fine man. I know he’s a Capitalist but I like him. Am I doing something wrong?”

“I am a Socialist and going with an American girl. She wants to go to dances and balls and affairs and I would like to know if you think it is all right for me to go, too.”

“My son is already twenty-six years old and doesn’t want to get married. He says he is a Socialist and he is too busy. Socialism is Socialism but getting married is important, too.”

“My son was against my marriage but I have left my second husband and I am getting a divorce. My son reads the Forward and I plead with him to forgive me. I am as lonely as a stone.”

“My husband reads the Forward, but where does he read it? In the barbershop where he goes all the time with those other card players. Let him see this letter.”

“Is it a sin to use face powder? Shouldn’t a girl look beautiful? My father does not want me to use face powder. Is it a sin?”

It is true that Abe Cahan always favored the human interest story. In one of his early light articles, he wrote about the Italian barber who fell in love with a Jewish girl on Broome Street. He wanted to marry her, but her mother wouldn’t bless the match. Finally the mother agreed to the marriage provided the barber converted to Judaism. The mother made the new husband learn Hebrew and he had to pray every morning wearing his yarmulka. The Italian and his Jewish wife lived with the mother, and the barber did not get his breakfast until he had prayed. But that wasn’t all. The wife had a brother named Joe and Joe never prayed before breakfast. So the barber asked his mother-in-law what was the difference between him and the brother? The answer was, “Joe’s a Jew. I know he’s a Jew but you’ve got to prove you’re one.”

Between the years 1899 and 1914 more than one and a half million European Jews came to the United States. This represents the second highest influx of immigrants during this period, the Italians taking first place.

The disastrous Russo-Japanese war had brought the high point of the persecution of the Jews in Russia. It led to the fearful pogrom in Kishinev on Easter 1903 in which forty-five Jews were killed, many thousands wounded and a large number of women raped. Almost 1500 Jewish shops and houses were destroyed and most of the synagogues were looted. But the year of the harshest village raids by the Cossacks, 1906, was the high point of the Jewish departure from Europe for these shores.

The total Jewish immigration from 1899 to the beginning of World War I in 1914 was 1,532,690.

Most of the immigrants arrived in the United States in relative poverty, only some 7 per cent having as much as fifty dollars in their pockets. More than half had no money at all—their capital was hope.

More than other immigrant groups, a large proportion of the Jews brought their women and children along. There were forty-four Jewish women to every fifty-six Jewish men; and twenty-four children under fourteen to every seventy-six adults. And nearly 70 per cent of these families had paid their passage with money borrowed from relatives.

The pattern was fairly standard. The Jewish fathers and brothers came to America first and worked to earn enough for a shiff’s carte (steamship passage). They then brought their wives and children over. More than a million Jewish women and children followed husbands and fathers to the New World, more women and children than of any other immigrant group.

From 1914 to 1920, that is, during World War I and its immediate aftermath, Jewish immigration to the United States virtually closed. But after the war the wave increased once again (more than 120,000 in 1921 alone), until the new immigration laws went into effect in 1922, when the total number dropped to less than half of what it had been previous years.

Some of these immigrants to America pushed on to the Midwest or the South or New England. But most of them stopped in New York City, settling in the district known as the Lower East Side. This entire area was composed of ghettos within the larger ghetto. The sections along the East River were populated by Italians, while the Irish took over the blocks facing the Hudson. When the Italians began to spill into the Jewish quarter, the Jews moved out. As soon as the Williamsburg Bridge spanned the two boroughs, thousands of Jews moved over into the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn.

Scattered throughout the Lower East Side were small enclaves of Poles, whom we had always heard were the original anti-Semites of Europe. Funny how the Poles, who had the entire American continent to drift about, settled cheek to jowl with Jewish immigrants.

Talk about integration! The Jewish households in those days set up no barriers between the young and old, the poor and the well to do, the misfit and the conformist. They all lived together, if not in harmony, then at least in a sense of common participation in the vitality of their district and that era. Today we have the old who often wonder how to spend empty years, and we have an entire new government-sponsored social science called geriatrics which tries to guide us in the proper disposition of the American aged. And of course we have the poor in another category and the radicals, the intellectuals, the hard hats, the law and order boys and God knows who else, each in their own compartments, as American life grows more segregated and we all approach an unfortunate condition of ultimate polarization. In the ghettos of New York, the crotchety maiden aunt, Grandmother and Grandfather, the wild-eyed high school boy who had just begun to study Marx, Uncle Boris from uptown and the boarder who studied Spinoza and Shakespeare until late at night every night—all sat at the same table and shared the same bread, soup and potatoes. They also got involved in many-sided conversations and debates. Today we have TV by satellite and two-way wrist-watch radios right out of the Dick Tracy comic strip, but we communicate very poorly if at all between poor and rich, youth and oldster, radical and conservative.

All things considered, and there were some very bad times, make no mistake, I think we were lucky to grow up in that period of immigrant America; we were happier, perhaps, than the kids are today with their two-hundred-dollar mini-bikes, the most expensive toys ever pushed onto an unsuspecting generation of suburban parents. If nothing else, we had an atmosphere of vitality and excitement. The air swarmed with the smell of used clothing, dung in the ghettos and salamis hanging in the shops—but it was bracing to a man’s nostrils and free at least of smog, carbon monoxide and the fumes from chemical plants.

Anyway, the Jews had the sure cure for the doldrums, the blues, the fits of melancholia and depression that seem to plague the middle class today, and that was humor. In all my years on the Lower East Side I never saw anybody take a tranquilizer or a sleeping pill—not one! But I heard jokes and wisecracks all day long from the breakfast table until late at night. Looking back, I still feel that given almost everyone’s circumstances this was a great wonder—the puns, the poke in the ribs, the teasing, the ribbing and the smiles and outright howls of laughter. Even for the disease that afflicted so many of them they had a comic name; tuberculosis was “Jewish asthma.” And even anti-Semitism was answered with humor, as the Jews saw the absurdity of the hatemongers pretending to possess logic and sanity. The immigrant Jews saw humor in their own situation, too, in the fierce struggle to Americanize, to be like the tall blond confident native citizens. They joked about Talmudic commentators (“I wonder what Raschi would say about that?”). Ghetto humor was usually in the form of the vitz, a philosophical witticism, or a vitzl, its diminutive, which was a little joke or pun.

For two generations Americans have heard this kind of humor, or its derivation, on radio and TV, in the movies and night clubs; Jewish comedians from Danny Kaye to Milton Berle, from Jack Leonard to Jack Benny have made America laugh by broadcasting the spirit that animated the ghetto. And I have heard Jewish intellectuals pun, wisecrack and joke for hours, sitting around a table in a coffeehouse.

The ghetto Jew never asked for sympathy; he was never a bore and he was never bored.

If he was out to succeed in business, he was not out to exclude everything else. He was, for example, almost always a reader. I remember the pushcart peddler who read books on the job: how rude he could be to a potential customer, as if to say—what nerve! intruding on my reading; Or the guy who sold scholarly books and had to question every customer before he would close a sale. Always he put two or three test questions to the customer and if he was not satisfied with the answers, he would shake his head, replace the book on the shelf and say, “Leave the book. It’s not for you, believe me, sir.” Very polite he was, but firm.

And the schnorrers, the professional beggars of the ghetto, how they elevated their “work” to a fine art! “If it was not for me,” the schnorrer would tell his “mark,” “how would you accumulate the necessary quota of mitsves, good deeds to be added upon the day of reckoning?” And then he would be overbearing and indignant about it too as he pocketed your dollar. The greatest case of a true schnorrer, the essence of schnorrerdom, involved me personally not many years ago. One of these ghetto gentlemen stopped by my home in Charlotte, North Carolina, explaining that he was on his way to Miami for the winter months. I picked up the phone and registered him in a downtown hotel. A single room—I said to the desk clerk, “With a shower and TV,” said the schnorrer, who was standing at my elbow. The next morning the local rabbi gave the schnorrer breakfast; a downtown businessman gave him lunch; and the treasurer of the temple bought him a bus ticket.

On the Lower East Side our parents spoke to us in Yiddish and we answered in English. As a result, a proverb circulated around the ghetto: “In America the children bring up the parents.” Most of the old folks struggled to learn the new language, then by and by gave up on it, having mastered at least enough words to give their Yiddish a strong flavor of American. Any one of their sentences might contain a sprinkling of terms such as haircut, grocery, teacher, office, paycheck, wedding, doctor
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