
 
 

 
 

EW YORK'S East Side brings nostalgic memories to American Jews, for the Jewish life in this country had its 
inception there. Jewish neighborhoods in many other cities are frequently referred to as "East Side," even in 

cases where the "Ghetto" is located on the West, North or South sides. An East Side accent is a Jewish accent.  
 

A generation ago the East Side was not only the focal point in Jewish life, but also a multi-colored spot. Every 
street was a market place. Groups of immigrants could seen daily carrying their belongings from Ellis Island and led 
by a guide from the Sheltering Home on East Broadway. The Open Air Employment Exchanges on the corners were 
doing big business and the garment pressers at Columbia Stanton Streets and house painters at Rivington and Orchard 
Streets, and the carpenters at Essex and Hester Streets had their spells of prosperity, too. There were always quays in 
front of the little "Banking Offices" that dealt in steamship tickets and served as mailing addresses for their clients 
who buried their savings in these offices.  

 
Then there were the picturesque Sunday morning crowds of young men and women, mostly needle trade workers, 

ready for excursions up the Hudson or for picnics in Ulmer Park, in the wilds of Brooklyn. The horse car conductors 
of the "Pavolie" line could give directions to passengers in Yiddish only. 

 
1914. Russia and Germany were at war. The East Side was stunned unable to decide whether it was more urgent 

to fight Czarism or the Hun colossus. Then came the stream of authorized and also self-appointed delegates from New 
York's Landsmanshaften to the hundreds of cities and towns in Russia, Poland, Roumania, Lithuania in order to 
distribute relief and show the old folks home what America had done for the delegates. And. eventually, the Madison 
Square reception to the first Ambassador from a non-Czarist Russia ... 

 
The East Side took personal pride in those years in the success of the Mischa-Jascha-Toscha-Sascha clan of 

fiddlers, who were acclaimed by the whole country, and in the three bearded Strauss Brothers who used to honor the 
East Side by their visits and speeches: Isidor, of the Educational Alliance, who was drowned in 1912 on the "Titanic" 
together with a thousand immigrants on their way to these shores, Oscar, the scholarly American Ambassador to 
Turkey, and Nathan, who loved to make patriotic speeches around Seward Park on legal holidays, and gave "loans" 
to everyone of his listeners who asked for one.  

 
Borsht, Beigels and Halvah were not yet a part of America's diet in those days. But at popular Jewish restaurants 

(Lorber's, Malbin's, Zeitlin's Herman's Stark's) plans were made for building projects in the suburbs and plans for a 
new social-economic world order were mixed in the same pipe dreams. 

 
In those days happened President Taft's gracious attendance at one of the annual dances of the Daughters of Jacob 

. . . The opening of the "Removal" office on Second Avenue for the dispersion of Israel throughout the States . . .  The 
local pride when the two twelve story skyscrapers came up on the East Side which is still waiting for the third one, 
however . . . The Public baths founded by Bernard Baruch's father; the swimming holes at Jackson Park and at East 
Third Street. The commercial little bath houses with large Yiddish signs with bathtub pictures. All this because of the 
lack of modern plumbing . . .  
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The "Spanish" gazettes in Hebrew letters which make up the Ladino _______ ______ _______ Rivington Street, 
for the Jews of the Levant . . . The Allen Street shops specializing in Samovars and other European brass utensils, also 
in pickled watermelons and baked seeds of pumpkins and sunflowers . . . The Slavic boarders of many Jewish families 
who hailed from the same East European towns as their hosts, and were eager to parade as Jews . . . Grand and Houston 
Streets, the shoping center for some particular sorts of merchandise for all Jews residing between Newark and 
Bridgeport, such as bridal trouseaus, photos, phonographs, Caucasian tobacco and Crimean herring… 

 
The Yiddish newspapers a half a million circulation strong ... Fraternal Orders that had to dissolve because of 

inexperience in the insurance business Samuel Dorf's old "Brith Abraham", the "Sons of Benjamin", the "Ahawath 
Israel"… The squabble of a half a dozen rabbis for the title of Chief Rabbi, after the death of the "Rav Hakolel," Rabbi 
Widerewitz of the Moscow Congregation, Rabbi Jaffe of the Norfolk Street Beth Hamedrash, and the two Rabbis 
Margolises, being the main contestants . . . The sugar coated efforts of Pastor Russell to do Christian Missionary work, 
with the well paid collaboration of some Yiddish scribes . . . The competition of Charles E. Hughes and Jacob Panken 
to attract audiences on a pre-election evening in Grand Street . . . The popular joke of that day: that the Brooklyn 
minister who addressed Rabbi Stephen S. Wise's Clinton Hall branch of the Free Synagogue on the East Side, whose 
Christian name was Jeremiah, should exchange his first name with the Rabbi of the Free Synagogue.  

 
While Dr. Wise is today on the top list of leading Jewish figures, his activities in those days were felt primarily 

on the East Side. But Synagogue work did not take all of his time and energy even in those days. I recall having seen 
him on a rainy day, thirty odd years ago, trudging the East Side streets to get acquainted intimately with the home 
dressmaking establishments in order to be able to render a fair decision in a strike controversy, when both sides 
selected him as the arbitrator. When he was in his late thirties, he also found time to meet regularly with a score of 
East Side Talmudists at his West Ninetieth Street home for discourse and study. His interests were never limited. I 
remember him and Mrs. Wise walking from Clinton Street to the subway on late evenings and stopping to talk to 
someone, whenever a child was seen alone on the street. The Jewish Child Adoption Committee is doubtless the result 
of these evening strolls.  

 
Every happening in Jewish life had repercussions in Wise's East Side organization. Every trend of every 

movement that had some social or political significance, was fervently debated and a policy was agreed upon. When 
Police Commissioner Bingham issues an exaggerated statement about the proportion of East Side delinquents and 
criminals, the Clinton Hall people took it as a personal insult and injury. When a movement to establish a Kehilla with 
a tinge of the Russian “Korobka" was started by Dr. Judah L. Magnes and Jacob H. Schiff, it was stopped by Dr. 
Wise's downtown followers.  

 
In those days a reform Rabbi was inevitably considered a "Yehudi" a German Jew. But not Wise. He was always 

one of the East Side's own sons. The appointment of Odessa's Rav Zair, Prof. Tchernowitz, to a high place in Wise's 
Institute of Jewish Religion is evidence that he is no distant relative to the Russian Jews. His efforts to bring here the 
late Prof. Simon Dubnow, although thwarted, is another proof of the same attitude.  

 
In politics, the important thing of those days on the East Side was not the personality of a candidate, nor the 

number of Votes cast for him, but WHO counted the ballots. Dr. Wise did away with this evil. The Jewish historian 
will have to take special notice of Dr. Wise's lost battle against the "successful" conspiracy to oust Louis D. Brandeis 
from leadership and his modesty in keeping in the background when public announcements were made regarding the 
men who were instrumental in procuring the Balfour Declaration.  

 
Some paid a high price for their connection with the Downtown branch of the Free Synagogue. Especially the 

members of the current literature class at Clinton Hall conducted by Maurice Wertheim, prior to his founding of the 
Theatre Guild. When Mr. Wertheim became a member of the Stock Exchange, some members and. ex-members were 
mauled down by the bulls.  

 
The late Louis Marshall, renowned Jewish leader, was never on good terms with Rabbi Wise, their differences 

being not always ideological. This corporation lawyer and President of the rich Temple Emanuel, could never swallow 



the audacity of the terms laid down by the Rabbi for accepting the Rabbinate of his Temple: complete freedom from 
interference by any officer of the Congregation as to the choice of topics for the pulpit, and of course, personal 
opinions. On one occasion, however, Mr. Marshall, to his credit, followed Dr. Wise by accepting a leading role in the 
American Jewish Congress delegation to the Peace Conference, after World War 1.  

 
For generations the Jewish people were not accustomed to have Rabbis as their political spokesmen. Montefiore, 

Herzl, Gruzenberg, Baron Ginzburg, Rothschild, Baron de Hirsch — all bankers, jurists and writers, were popular and 
unchallenged Jewish leaders of their day. Only occasionally was a Rabbi invited to participate in a Jewish delegation, 
mostly for decorative purposes only. This is one of the reasons why Dr. Wise met with so much opposition and why 
the foreign born East Side labor, political and social chieftains did not wholeheartedly recognize Wise's leadership 
until the early twenties. In 1922 the wealthy supporters of the free Synagogue withdrew their membership and financial 
support because the Rabbi attacked the U. S. Steel trust for opposing the unionization of the workers. This was the 
time when the old pillars began to crumble in the corrupt Tammany Hall which was considered responsible for the 
conditions described in Michael Gold's "Jews Without Money". Rabbi Wise blasted vigorously Tammany Hall and 
since then no one questions Wise's guidance and leadership.  

 
Steamships used to bring here ten thousand Jews a month, three and four decades ago. They spoke various 

languages and dialects, and came from many different environments. The successful moulding of these conglomerous 
bewildered masses into one entity was achieved on the East Side of New York, that enchanted world of yesterday 
which is little more than a memory for the older ones in our midst. 

 
 


