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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Visions of a Jewish Future: the Jewish Bakers Union and Yiddish Culture

In East Los Angeles, 1908-1942

by

Caroline Elizabeth Luce
Doctor of Philosophy in History

University of California, Los Angeles, 2013

Professor Eric R. Avila, Co-Chair

Professor Frank Tobias Higbie, Co-Chair

This dissertation explores the activism of a cohort of Eastern European Jewish
immigrants who came to Los Angeles in the first decade of the twentieth century. They
focused their efforts in Boyle Heights, a residential subdivision east of the Los Angeles
River, where they spearheaded the creation of Yiddish-based unions, left-wing political
parties, and fraternal, cultural, and educational organizations. Scholars have long
assumed that the development of Yiddish life in Boyle Heights followed the same
course as in Jewish communities elsewhere and referred to the neighborhood as “Los
Angeles’ Lower East Side.” Using Yiddish-language newspapers, journals and
biographies, this dissertation probes the neighborhood’s reputation, showing how the

area’s particular geography, pattern of settlement, and unique ethno-racial diversity
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influenced the dynamics of Yiddish-based labor and community organizing in the
neighborhood. The Jewish radicals who settled in Boyle Heights had been involved in
revolutionary socialist and nationalist movements in Eastern Europe and in the
American cities where they lived before making their way west, and sought to replicate
these experiences in their new home. But in the multiethnic context of Boyle Heights,
they comprised the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy, not the bottom, challenging
their understanding of their class-based and ethnic identities.

In their earliest efforts, these activists purposefully built an organizational and
cultural life that excluded the area’s non-Jewish residents in order to cultivate a distinct
ethnic community in the multiethnic neighborhood. But over the course of two decades
between the end of the First World War and the beginning of the Second, they
gradually expanded the scope and scale of their activities. They strayed from the
platforms of the national and international bodies with which they were affiliated, and
embraced the neighborhood’s multiculturalism as part of their new collective identities
as American Jews. To examine the variety of structural forces, local and global
developments that encouraged this transformation, I trace the history of the Jewish
Bakers Union, one of several Jewish unions formed in Boyle Heights in the 1910s,
showing how their attitudes and model of trade unionism shifted through the 1920s
and 1930s. By highlighting the activism of the bakers and the other members of their
cohort, this dissertation complicates our understandings of class formation and
Americanization of Jewish immigrants in the early twentieth century. And in turn, it

contributes new details to the history of labor and left-wing community organizing in
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early twentieth century Los Angeles and asserts Boyle Heights’ place in the Yiddish-

speaking world.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON YIDDISH TERMS

Yiddish words used in this dissertation are generally romanized according to the
standards prescribed by YIVO, except when I have chosen to preserve the romanization
provided by the author of the source. Accordingly some publications, including Folks
Zeitung and Di Yiddishe Presse, have been romanized according to the spellings
provided by the authors of the publications. The spelling of the authors” and activists’
names honors their preferred spellings as they appear in English-language documents

from the period.
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INTRODUCTION:

YIDDISH LIFE IN BOYLE HEIGHTS, HISTORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY

This dissertation tells the story of a cohort of Eastern European Jewish
immigrants who came to Los Angeles in the first two decades of the twentieth century
and settled in Boyle Heights, a residential subdivision east of the Los Angeles River.
They were born during the tumultuous years of violent pogroms and restrictive
legislation that followed the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in Russia, and had been
involved in radical socialist and nationalist movements in Eastern Europe, many
coming to the United States to escape forceful detention for their revolutionary
activities. Most had spent years in cities in the East and Midwest before making their
way to Los Angeles and brought with them experiences with labor and community
organizing in the other areas. And while most could read and write in English after
years spent elsewhere, they shared a commitment to using Yiddish - a vernacular
language that combines Slavic, Hebraic and Germanic dialects - as an engine of
community mobilization and worked to develop a vibrant Yiddish public culture in the
neighborhood as a means of maintaining cultural autonomy and collective identity
among its Jewish residents. Together, these workers, activists, and intellectuals
spearheaded the creation of Yiddish-based fraternal, cultural and labor organizations,
literary societies and publishing houses, schools and left-wing political parties in the
neighborhood.

But the realities of life in Boyle Heights were fundamentally different than in the
communities they had left behind. First and foremost, Boyle Heights” Jewish
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population was significantly smaller: while the Jewish population of the Lower East
Side of Manhattan topped 540,000 by 1910 Boyle Heights was home to only a handful of
Jewish families in the same period and even at its peak in the late 1930s, only reached
an estimated 50,000 Jewish residents.! While most of Los Angeles’ residential
neighborhoods were governed by restrictive covenants prohibiting non-whites, and in
some cases Jews, from renting or owning property, Boyle Heights was not, and became
home to “a dozen or more nationalities” including a large population of Jews as well as
African Americans and immigrants of Armenian, Japanese, Russian Molokan (a
Christian sect) and Mexican descent.? Boyle Heights’ ethno-racial diversity was unique
from both the other neighborhoods in Los Angeles and the working-class enclaves in
which the Jews who settled there had lived before they made their way west. And
instead of overcrowded tenements, Boyle Heights was composed primarily of single-
family homes, affordable to wage earners and professionals alike.

Los Angeles” economic development was also quite different than other cities:
until the latter half of the 1930s, the city lacked the stockyards, steel mills, and large-
scale production facilities that came to define metropolitan and regional economies
elsewhere. Many of the Eastern European Jewish immigrants who came to Los Angeles

never went to work in factories alongside their non-Jewish neighbors like intellectuals

1 The population estimate for the Lower East Side comes from Tony Michels, A Fire in their Hearts: Yiddish
Socialists in New York (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), 9. The estimated Jewish population of
Boyle Heights in the 1930s come from the Home Owners Loan Corporation’s survey of the neighborhood
in 1939, “ Area Description - Security Map of Los Angeles County - Area no. D-53, April 19th, 1939,”
Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1939.

2 Commission on Immigration and Housing of California, “A Community Survey Made in Los Angeles
City” (San Francisco, 1924), 14-15.



and activists in other areas, and because of the racially segmented, dual labor system
that prevailed in the city, even those who worked for wages joined the “aristocracy of
the laboring class.”3 The particular socio-economic hierarchy in the neighborhood made
it difficult to identify a distinct Jewish “working-class,” complicating their efforts to
cultivate class-consciousness among the neighborhood’s residents. The social and
economic realities of life in early twentieth century Los Angeles created new
opportunities for the neighborhood’s Jewish residents, but also caused intense
factionalism and ideological and personal rivalries within and between the
neighborhood’s Yiddish-based organizations. As a result, the history of the Jewish
labor movement and Yiddish life in early twentieth century Boyle Heights has been
obscured and the contributions of the bakers and their cohort of community activists
have been overlooked by generations of historians.

This dissertation examines how these unique realities influenced the forms of the
labor and community organizing that emerged in the Jewish community in Boyle
Heights. I use Yiddish-language newspapers, journals and biographies that have yet to
receive any scholarly attention to reconstruct the experiences of this cohort of Jewish
immigrants, tracing their ideological influences and how their ideals and strategies

changed over the thirty-year period between their arrival in the 1910s and outbreak of

3 The phrase was used by the California Commission on Immigration and Housing to differentiate
between the various types of workers in the city, describing those in this “aristocracy” as “skilled
workmen (mechanicians, electricians, shoemakers, tailors, carpenters, cooks, bakers, painters, etc.)” as
compared with the “lowest group of day laborers... the diggers and delvers who have nothing to offer
but their bodily strength.” See “A Community Survey Made in Los Angeles City,” 56. For more on the
dual labor system, see Mike Davis, “Sunshine and the Open Shop: Ford and Darwin in 1920s Los
Angeles,” in Metropolis in the Making: Los Angeles in the 1920s, Thomas Sitton and Bill Deverell eds.
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 118.
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World War Two. I show that through their community organizing efforts, these
immigrants built an organizational and cultural life separate from their non-Jewish
neighbors and the Jewish immigrants who preceded them, creating a distinct ethnic
community in a multiethnic neighborhood. But over the course of their years in Boyle
Heights, they expanded the scale and scope of their organizing, forging new
multiethnic coalitions and embracing multiculturalism as part of their American
identities. To explore the variety of developments that encouraged this transformation,
I highlight the activism of the Jewish Bakers Union, one of several unions formed in the
1910s, showing how their organizing style and attitudes shifted through the Great
Depression, the New Deal, and the rise of anti-Semitism in Los Angeles in the late
1930s. Through their activism, the bakers and their cohort of Eastern European Jewish
immigrants not only fostered a vibrant Yiddish public culture in the neighborhood, but
also forged a collective identity as American Jews. By using Yiddish-language materials,
I am able to recover their lives and experiences and assert Boyle Heights” place in the

Yiddish-speaking world.

Reexamining “Los Angeles’ Lower East Side”

The first efforts to write the history of the Jews of Los Angeles began in 1954
when, in commemoration of the hundredth anniversary of the city’s first Jewish
congregation, historian Justin G. Turner, whose scholarship focused primarily on the
life of Abraham Lincoln, organized the Southern California Jewish Historical Society.
Up to that point, the only comprehensive portrait of Jewish life in Los Angeles was a
memoir written by a leading businessman who was one of the founding members of the

4



city’s first Jewish congregation, Harris Newmark.* With the Society’s support and the
backing of the Jewish Federation Council, Dr. Norton Stern, an optometrist, and his
writing partner Rabbi William Kramer launched the Western States Jewish History
Quarterly in 1968 to serve as a forum for new studies of the history of Jewish life in
Southern California. And in 1970, with their help and the support of the American
Jewish History Center and the Jewish Federation Council of Greater Los Angeles, Max
Vorspan and Lloyd Gartner wrote their seminal work, History of the Jews of Los Angeles,
providing one of the first and only comprehensive historical accounts of the Jewish
experience in Southern California from the early days of statehood. The work of this
seminal generation of scholars continues to serve as the foundation for almost every
examination of Jewish life in Los Angeles.

The writings of this early wave of scholars focused almost exclusively on the
most prominent individuals of Los Angeles’ Jewish community: the “pioneer”
generation of Jewish immigrants, born in Germany and Western Europe, who came to
Los Angeles in the middle of the nineteenth century. They included Harris Newmark
and his brother Joseph, Herman and Isaias Hellman, Solomon Lazard, Jacob Baruch and
Kaspare Cohn. These captains of industry built the city’s first banks, supplied the city’s
food, financed the city’s first water and gas lines, and subdivided their massive real
estate holdings into residential districts and towns throughout Southern California.
And although entirely integrated into the city’s Anglo elite, these pioneers also built the

city’s first synagogues, fraternal organizations, and Jewish charities, playing leading

4 Maurice and Marco Newmark eds., Sixty years in Southern California, 1853-1913, containing the
reminiscences of Harris Newmark (15t edition, New York: Knickerbocker Press, 1916).
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roles in Jewish religious and organizational life for decades. Early scholarship on Jewish
Los Angeles similarly showcased the exceptional successes of Jews of Hollywood,
highlighting the contributions of studio executives like Louis B. Mayer, Sam Goodwyn,
and Carl Laemmle, as well as the émigré community of German and Austrian exiles
who escaped the Nazis and sought refuge in Los Angeles, including Albert Einstein,
Arnold Schoenberg, Igor Stravinsky, and Thomas Mann. Influenced by the growing
interest in and scholarship about the history of the American West in the 1960s, these
authors sought to showcase aspects of the Jewish experience that were unique to the
West and to redeem the contributions of Jews to the development of the city, the state,
and the region. Although most did not hold professional degrees in history, they
amassed incredible details about the lives of these extraordinary men that have inspired

dozens of further studies over the past fifty years.>

5 Recent works on the pioneer generation of Jews in Southern California include Frances Dinkekspiel’s
Towers of Gold: How One Jewish Immigrant Names Isaias Hellman Invented California (New York: St. Martins’
Press, 2008) and Karen Wilson “On The Cosmopolitan Frontier: Jews and Social Networks in Nineteenth
Century Los Angeles,” PhD Dissertation, UCLA Department of History, 2011. Studies of the studio
executives include Neil Gabler, An Empire of Their Own: How the Jews Invented Hollywood (New York:
Crown Publishers, 1988); Michael Paul Rogin, Blackface, White Noise: Jewish Immigrants in the Hollywood
Melting Pot (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996); the Southern California Jewish Historical
Society’s volume, History of the Jewish Presence in Hollywood: From Cowboy to Corporate Leader (Los Angeles:
Jewish Historical Society of Southern California, 1987); Frank Krutnik ed., “Un-American” Hollywood:
Politics and Film in the Blacklist Era (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2007); and Daniel Bernardi,
Murray Pomerance, and Hava Tirosh Samuelson, Hollywood’s Chosen People: the Jewish Experience in
American Cinema (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2013). Books about the anti-Nazi émigré
community include Vincent Brook, Driven to Darkness: Jewish Emigré Directors and the Rise of Film Noir
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2009); Ehrhard Bahr, Weimar on the Pacific: German Exile
Culture in Los Angeles and the Crisis of Modernism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); Anthony
Heilbut, Exiled in Paradise: German Refugee Artists and Intellectuals in America from the 1930s to the Present
(New York: Viking Press, 1983); Sergio Giovacchini, Hollywood Modernism: Film and Politics in the Age of the
New Deal (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001); and Carol Merill-Mirsky ed., Exiles in Paradise,
Catalog of the Exhibition “Exiles in Paradise” at the Hollywood Bowl Museum (Los Angeles: Hollywood
Bowl Museum, 1991).



However comprehensive the work of this initial wave of scholars, they very
rarely made the Eastern European Jewish immigrants who settled in Boyle Heights the
subject of their historical inquires. They offered extensive details about the Jewish
elites’ responses to the arrival of Eastern European Jewish immigrants in the early
twentieth century and the various charitable organizations they built to serve them,
including Kaspare Cohn Hospital, Julie Ann Singer Nursery, and the Home for the
Aged. But their studies emphasized the poverty and neediness of the Eastern European
immigrants, positioning them as recipients of the charity rather than as historical actors
themselves. Some of these early scholars, including Vorspan and Gartner, credited the
neighborhood’s Yiddish-based organizations with having provided the “moral and
financial backing” to local Yiddish culture, but argued that they were “heavily political,
shot through with the strife of the 1920s between sympathizers and opponents of Soviet
Russia.”® Along with their contemporaries, they dismissed the contributions of local
Jewish unions “under Communist dominance” and cast the bulk of Yiddish literary and
organizational life as “propagandist activity, citing the Yiddishists” “isolation... from
the mainstream of political and cultural life” as the reason for their “considerable pro-
Communism.”” Rather than explore the development of the organizations or the lives

of the men and women who founded them, scholars of their generation largely treated

6 Max Vorspan and Lloyd P. Gartner, History of the Jews of Los Angeles, (San Marino, CA: The Huntington
Library, 1970), 141-143. In discussing the Yiddish cultural life in the 1930s, they similarly praised the
Yiddish speaking community, noting that the “creative activity” of Jewish cultural life in Los Angeles
was conducted in Yiddish, but again insisting that in Yiddish “politics and culture were inextricably
intertwined,” 214.

7 Vorspan and Gartner, History of the Jews of Los Angeles, 186-187, 198, 202.
7



the city’s Yiddish-speaking immigrants as objects of history rather than as subjects,
relegating them to a marginal role in Los Angeles’ Jewish history.

A second wave of studies of Boyle Heights” Jewish history emerged in the late
1990s in tandem with historical preservation efforts spearheaded by local historical
societies and the Los Angeles Jewish Federation. The Southern California Jewish
Historical Society launched a massive campaign to preserve the remnants of the
neighborhood’s largest synagogue, the Breed Street Shul, which after decades of being
unused, fell into disrepair and decay. In conjunction with their campaign, they worked
with the Japanese American National Museum to organize the Boyle Heights Oral
History Project, collecting artifacts and memories from the neighborhood’s aging
former residents through a series of interviews, which later became the basis for an
exhibit at the museum in 2002. Most of the Jewish interviewees were the children of
Eastern European immigrants who were born or raised in the neighborhood in the late
1930s and 1940s and offered stories from their childhood and anecdotal accounts of
their parents’ lives. These preservation efforts have inspired a new interest in Boyle
Heights and its Jewish past, resulting in a series of new academic studies and popular
histories. But like those that came before them, none of these new studies have focused
directly on Yiddish culture or the Yiddish-speaking immigrants who built the Jewish
organizations and institutions in the neighborhood.

Two overlapping tropes have emerged from this new wave of accounts that have
greatly influenced public perceptions of the neighborhood’s history. The first is that

Boyle Heights was the “Lower East Side of Los Angeles,” identical to the working-class



Jewish immigrant neighborhoods that emerged in the industrial capitals of the east.?
Scholars and popular observers alike have repeatedly cited the neighborhood’s vibrant
Yiddish culture, its Jewish unions and Yiddish-based fraternal organizations, along
with the preponderance of Jewish-owned businesses along Brooklyn Avenue, as having
given the neighborhood a distinctly Jewish flavor. Historian Mark Wild has even gone
so far as to propose that in the 1920s, parts of Boyle Heights were essentially
“monoethnic,” dubbing it “the eastside Jewish ghetto.”® Even those studies that
acknowledge the reality that Jews never comprised a majority of the population in
Boyle Heights, credit the neighborhood’s Jewish community - its tradition of radical
politics and trade unionism, as well as its synagogues and kosher restaurants - with
having created a uniquely “Jewish ambiance in a multicultural neighborhood.”1°
Rather than make Yiddish life in Boyle Heights their focus, scholars and journalists
alike have simply cited its presence as evidence that its residents were working-class,
unassimilated immigrants like those in other “Jewish ghettos” on the east coast. These

studies fail to recognize that Boyle Heights” Jewish residents varied considerably in

8 In the late 1970s, William Kramer published a series of articles about Boyle Heights in his weekly
column in Heritage, dubbing it “Los Angeles” Upper (Lower) East Side.” His findings were echoed by
George Sanchez in his article “”What’s Good for Boyle Heights Is Good for the Jews’: Creating
Multiculturalism on the Eastside during the 1950s,” American Quarterly 56, no. 3 (September 2004): 633-
661, in which he described that the neighborhood “came to be known as Los Angeles” “Lower East Side,”
p. 635. Journalists seeking shorthand ways to describe the neighborhood’s Jewish heritage use the
appellation most frequently, for example Dvora Meyers’s recent article in Tablet Magazine, “Viva
Pastrami! A Jewish deli favorite endures in a Mexican-American neighborhood that was once L.A.’s
Lower East Side,” February 6th, 2013.

2 Wild described that only “the vicinity of Brooklyn and Soto Streets” could “reasonably be called
monoethnic.” See Wild Street Meeting: Multiethnic Neighborhoods in Early Twentieth Century Los Angeles,
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005), 30.

10 The phrase here is taken from the title of Wendy Elliott-Scheinberg’s dissertation, “Jewish Ambiance in
a Multicultural Neighborhood,” PhD Dissertation, Claremont Graduate University, 2001.
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their income levels and professions, and that for most, speaking Yiddish was a choice,
an expression of their ideological beliefs rather than a necessity. They have overlooked
significant structural and demographic realities to draw a direct line between the
experiences of the neighborhood’s Yiddish-speaking Jewish immigrants in the 1920s
and those of its current Spanish-speaking majority.!? Instead of examining the unique
aspects of Jewish life in Boyle Heights, they have perpetuated the neighborhood’s
reputation as the “Lower East Side.”

The other consistent tendency among historians and commentators has been to
romanticize early 20t century Boyle Heights as a haven of multiculturalism and
interracial cooperation. Using the interviews conducted with former residents, these
studies have emphasized the “great feelings of friendship,” “intergroup tolerance” and
“pan-ethnic affiliations” that existed between Jews and their multiethnic neighbors.!? In
most cases, these authors take for granted that the feelings of inter-ethnic harmony
resulted from the residents” shared status as “working-class” and their shared

experiences with racism as “non-white” ethnic minorities. As this study will show, for

many years the Jewish immigrants who settled in Boyle Heights excluded non-Jews

11 George Sanchez identified this tendency as imposing a model of ethnic succession on the neighborhood
in his article, “Race and Immigration in Changing Communities: The Case of Boyle Heights,” in The Boyle
Heights Oral History Project: A Multiethnic and Collaborative Exploration of a Los Angeles Neighborhood,
Interview Summaries and Essays (Los Angeles: Japanese American National Museum, 2002).

12 Herschel Rosenthal used the phrase “great feelings of friendship” in describing his time at Roosevelt
High School when interviewed for the Japanese-American National Museum’s Boyle Heights Oral
History Project. Allison Varzally used “panethnic affiliations” in her study Making a Non-White America:
Californians Coloring Outside Ethnic Lines, 1925-1955 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 3. The
Breed Street Shul Project claims that the neighborhood fostered “a remarkable degree of intergroup
tolerance and understanding” in the early twentieth century on their website,

http:/ /breedstreetshul.org/about-us/history.
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from their community organizing efforts in order to build a separate, Jewish ethnic
community in the multiethnic neighborhood. While the more left-leaning members of
the Yiddish-speaking community consistently tried to incorporate the non-Jewish
residents into their activism, how to include them was a source of conflict and
ideological tension among the area’s Jewish immigrants, and the multiethnic coalition-
building that did emerge over time was a result of the activists” ideological
commitments not their shared material circumstances. Instead of exploring the reasons
why the neighborhood’s Yiddishists pursued multiculturalism and interethnic
cooperation, scholars, journalists and politicians alike have explained the attitudes of
the neighborhood’s Jewish residents as natural by-products of where they lived,
isolating those attitudes to a particular moment that ended when “The Last Jews of
Boyle Heights” left the area.!?

Both of these overlapping versions of Boyle Heights’ Jewish history come from
the desire among scholars and popular observers alike to contrast the experiences of the
neighborhood’s Jewish residents with those of Jews in the more affluent, “white”
neighborhoods they moved to in the postwar era. Los Angeles’s sprawling suburbs
figure prominently in the historiography related to postwar Jewish life, the bulk of
which focuses on Jewish upward mobility and ethnic identity, showing how Jews

“became white folks” in “suburbs [and] Sunbelt cities” like Los Angeles, “places where

13 This phrase is taken from the title of an article written by Danny Weizmann for the Los Angeles Reader
called “In Search of the Last Jews of Boyle Heights: A Cultural Odyssey,” Sept. 1st, 1995.
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whiteness itself [eclipsed] Jewish racial salience.”1* Even those scholars like Deborah
Dash Moore who argue that local Jewry developed unique forms of organizational life
that maintained community cohesion and Jewish identity in the postwar era draw
strong distinctions between the experiences of Jews in their new neighborhoods west of
downtown from their experiences of poverty and diversity in their previous homes.
They position Boyle Heights alongside the other “ghettos” that Jews left behind as they
embraced their upward mobility and moved to the suburbs, emphasizing that the
neighborhood was multiethnic and working-class as compared to white, middle-class
neighborhoods in other parts of town. This is not to say their characterizations are
entirely incorrect, but by privileging contrast over continuity, these scholars have failed
to recognize that the realities of life in Boyle Heights challenged the Jewish residents’
understanding of their ethnic and class based identities from the earliest days of Jewish
settlement in the 1910s. For example, many members of the bakers union owned their
own homes, their own cars and, in some cases, their own businesses, and while they
were avid socialists and trade union activists, they certainly were not “proletarian.”

Although some Jewish immigrants faced residential and occupational discrimination,

14 Matthew Frye Jacobsen, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 188. See also Karen Brodkin, How Jews Become White
Folks and What That Says About Race in America (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1998) and
George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit From Identity Politics
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1998).

15 Moore argues that innovation was possible because “Los Angeles lacked accepted patterns of deference
to entrenched leadership,” that the city’s community life was “malleable and welcoming.” See Moore, To
The Golden Cities: Pursing the American Jewish Dream in Miami and L.A. (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 2-
3. Neil C. Sandberg also highlighted the innovative strategies of LA Jewry in his study, Jewish Life in Los
Angeles: A Window To Tomorrow (University Press of America, 1986), as have Ellen Eisenberg, Ava Kahn
and William Toll in the final chapter of their book Jews on the Pacific Coast: Reinventing Community on
America’s Edge (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009).
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the bakers also had advantages in navigating the city’s racially segmented labor market
and excluded unskilled and non-Jewish bakery workers from their union well into the
1930s. As I will show, these realities caused conflicts in the union and influenced the
forms of their activism as well as Yiddish-based labor and community organizing in the
neighborhood more broadly. By failing to consider these important differences
between life in Boyle Heights and “Jewish ghettos” elsewhere, scholars have
perpetuated the neighborhood’s reputation as the “Lower East Side of Los Angeles.”

William Kramer characterized this tendency among his peers as “the
superimposition of the New York model,” urging them to recognize that the
neighborhood was fundamentally different:

“Boyle Heights... was never an American ghetto, a place of poverty where immigrant
Jews were huddled together seeking employment, speaking a foreign tongue or
desperately trying to adjust to the goldene medina. Most of the Jews who moved to Boyle
Heights were already American-born or Americanized... Most were middle-class,
education oriented and lived there as a matter of choice... It was a suburb of Los
Angeles that Jews favored because it was thought to be the healthiest place in the city for
recovering victims of the white plague of tuberculosis and the sufferers of asthma.”16
To a certain extent, Kramer mischaracterizes the demographics of the neighborhood’s
Jewish population and their motivations for settling in the neighborhood, and overlooks
the radicalism of the community. But as this study will show, the fundaments of his
logic are sound: only when historians attempted to fit Boyle Heights into “phases” in

American Jewish history based on the model of New York did Boyle Heights earn its

reputation as the “Lower East Side of Los Angeles.”

16 Kramer, “Myer Pransky: the Man Behind the ‘Spirit of Boyle Heights'” Western States Jewish Historical
Quarterly, vol. xx no. 3 (April, 1988): 238. Kramer has previously referred to the neighborhood as the
“Lower (Upper) East Side of Los Angeles” but after more careful examination, turned away from that
characterization in his work.
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Like the actual “Lower East Side” in Manhattan, Boyle Heights” meaning has
changed over time as each generation of Jewish Angelenos inserted it into their
collective pasts.!” For Vorpsan, Gartner and the generation of scholars who first wrote
Los Angeles’ Jewish history in the 1960s and 1970s, Boyle Heights represented a radical,
militant, immigrant past, one that was “isolated from the mainstream” of Jewish life
and therefore unworthy of significant scholarly attention.!® For the generation raised in
the neighborhood in the 1930s and 1940s who contributed their memories to the various
oral history projects of the neighborhood, Boyle Heights represented a nostalgic,
multiethnic past, the “good old days of poverty” before they became white, middle-
class suburbanites. They have largely stripped the history of the neighborhood of the
radicalism and communism that Vorspan and Gartner described, pointing to the its
trade unions, fraternal, cultural and political organizations as contributing to the area’s
Jewish atmosphere, but not as engines of social mobility, political activism or

community cohesion.!® Each set of memories and representations of the neighborhood

171 borrow this analysis from a conversation between Hasia Diner, Jeffrey Shandler, and Beth Wenger
that inspired their book, Remembering the Lower East Side: American Jewish Reflections (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2000). In it, Beth Wenger artfully described the Lower East Side as “a constant
battleground for giving meaning to the Jewish experience. Within each generation, simultaneous versions
of the neighborhood existed: there was a left-wing East Side, replete with labor organizing and strikes; a
religious East Side that housed hundreds of congregations; a Yiddish East Side, home of leading writers
and artists and a flourishing café society; a commercial East Side, where shoppers flocked for bargains; an
ethnic East Side that provided traditional Jewish foods and music; and the list goes on,” 4.

18 In their History of the Jews of Los Angeles, Vorspan and Gartner described the Yiddish-speaking
community of Boyle Heights as having been isolated “from the mainstream of political and cultural life,”

202.

19 Suzanne Wasserman, “Re-creating Recreations on the Lower East Side: Restaurants, Cabarets, Cafes
and Coffeehouses in the 1930s,” in Remembering the Lower East Side, 156-157, 160-161.
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has been invoked by politicians, community activists, journalists and historians alike to
tit the neighborhood into their versions of Los Angeles” history.

Unfortunately, although Boyle Heights has garnered an increasing amount of
attention, the memories and experiences of the neighborhood’s Yiddish-speaking
immigrants themselves have been lost to history. To date, there have been no scholarly
investigations of the local Yiddish language press or the neighborhood’s various
Yiddish newspapers and literary journals; no biographies written about the men and
women who founded the local Yiddish-based organizations or the local Yiddish poets,
writers and artists. There are no available translations of locally published Yiddish
literature, beyond a few, scattered poems, and only one partial bibliography of locally
published works.? There have been some studies of the neighborhood’s various Jewish
unions and institutions, but these have relied primarily on the anecdotal accounts, the
brief mentions of the neighborhood by Vorspan, Gartner and their colleagues, and
English language materials rather than the voices of the creators of the organizations

themselves.?! As a result, much of Boyle Heights” Jewish history remains untold.

20Yiddish Language Department, Los Angeles Jewish Community Library, “Bibliography of Yiddish
Periodicals.” Library Publications no. 4, March 31st, 1958. Excerpts of translated poetry appear in Vorspan
and Gartner’s History of the Jews of Los Angeles, 116 and in Norma Fain Pratt’s article, “Culture and Radical
Politics: Yiddish Women Writers in America, 1890-1940,” in ed. Lois Scharf and Joan M. Jensen, Decades of
Discontent: The Women's Movement, 1920-1940 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1983).

21 Kenneth C. Burt, “Yiddish Los Angeles and the Birth of Latino Politics: The Polyglot Ferment of Boyle
Heights” Jewish Currents May-June, 2008, and “The Jewish Labor Committee: Seventy-Five Years of
Activism and Historical Achievements” Program, California/ Western States JLC Annual Recognition
Brunch, Century City, June 14, 2009. John H. M. Laslett and Mary Tyler, The ILGWU in Los Angeles, 1907-
1988 (Inglewood, CA: Ten Star Press, 1989) and Laslett, “Gender, Class, or Ethno-Cultural Struggle? The
Problematic Relationship Between Rose Pesotta and the Los Angeles ILGWU.” California History 72, no. 1
(1993): 20-39.
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This dissertation will instead draw primarily on these Yiddish-language
materials to reconstruct the history of Yiddish-based labor and community organizing
in the neighborhood. I will focus on the cohort of immigrants who spearheaded the
creation of Yiddish public culture in the neighborhood, highlighting the activism of the
members of the Jewish Bakers Union. The written records of their lives are far from
complete as only partial runs of local Yiddish newspapers and organizational records
have been preserved and most available accounts of their activities were written long
after the events they describe took place. The Yiddish-language materials tend to
emphasize their work together, not their collaborations with the non-Jewish residents of
the neighborhood, which makes it difficult to assess the nature of those relationships.
But I have combined these materials with careful examination and interpretation of
their actions, using the forms of labor and community organizing to offer a more
comprehensive portrait of the Yiddish-speaking population in the neighborhood. I do
so with several important research questions in mind: How did the Yiddishists
understand their class and ethnic identities in the multiethnic environment of Boyle
Heights? What impacts did Boyle Heights” unique physical geography, pattern of
settlement, and socio-economic and racial hierarchy have on labor and community
organizing in the neighborhood? How did their identities change as Los Angeles’
economy and population grew in the 1920s and 1930s? This dissertation probes Boyle
Heights’ reputation as “Los Angeles” Lower East Side” by offering a more intimate and

in-depth portrait of the Yiddish-speaking intellectuals, activists and workers who
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worked to foster collective identity and community among the neighborhood’s Jewish
residents.

Understanding the activism of the bakers and their cohort depends most
fundamentally on considering the three basic ideological principles that motivated
them: nationalism, socialism and Yiddishism. The intellectual origins of these
principles will be examined at length in the first chapter, but here I will outline them

briefly and identify the sources that I have used to elucidate them in this dissertation.

Nationalism, Socialism, Yiddishism - Definition of Terms

Because of the stridency of contemporary debates about Israel, the term “Jewish
nationalism” has become widely associated with Zionism and Jewish statehood. But in
order to understand nationalism in the way that the Yiddish-speaking Jews of Boyle
Heights did, one must see the term as part of broader discussions among intellectuals in
19th century Europe about the legitimacy of imperial rule, the secularization of politics,
natural rights and popular sovereignty. In this context, Jewish scholars across Europe
sought to refashion traditional religious understandings of Jewish peoplehood along
secular lines as a means of asserting the Jews’ rights to self-determination not as a
religious minority, but as a nation. A variety of nationalisms emerged, each one casting
Jewish nationhood as historically conditioned and maintained throughout centuries in
the diaspora by Jewish communal institutions, self-government, and cultural and social
autonomy. Some scholars lamented this historical condition, attributing it to forceful
isolation, marginalization, persecution and anti-Semitism, while others argued that it

should be understood a source of strength, offering particular models for securing legal
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self-determination and cultural autonomy for the Jewish nation. These scholars and
activists vigorously debated whether Jewish nationhood could be sustained without an
autonomous Jewish state or territory, but on the most basic level, their various Jewish
nationalisms were premised on the shared notion that Jewish difference was a positive
value. The Yiddish-speaking immigrants who settled in Boyle Heights had been
immersed in these debates in Europe and, to varying degrees, believed that Jewish
nationalism was important to advancing Jewish interests and achieving Jewish self-
determination.

My understanding of Jewish nationalism draws on an abundance of scholarship
in the past two decades exploring Jewish nationalism in both the European and
American contexts. While these studies traditionally focused on the nationalisms
advanced by particular individuals or organizations, recently scholars including
Kenneth Moss, Simon Rabinovtich and Yosef Gorny have elegantly put wide varieties
of Jewish nationalisms in dialogue with one another by highlighting their similarities
and differences.?? Scholars of Jewish nationalism in the American context have
illuminated the ways in which these national sentiments informed Jewish responses to

both American nationalism and a variety of American institutions including race,

22 See Henry J. Tobias, The Jewish Bund in Russia: From Its Origins to 1905 (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1972); Jonathan Frankel, Prophecy and Politics: Socialism, Nationalism and Russian Jews,
1862-1917 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981); David Weinberg, Between Tradition and
Modernity: Haim Zhitlowski, Simon Dubnov, Ahad Ha-am and the Shaping of Modern Jewish Identity (New
York: Holmes and Meier, 1996); Zvi Y. Gitelman, The Emergence of Modern Jewish Politics: Bundism and
Zionism in Eastern Europe (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2003); Kenneth B. Moss, Jewish
Renaissance in the Russian Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009); Yosef Gorny
Converging Alternatives: The Bund and The Zionist Labor Movement, 1897-1985 (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 2006); Simon Rabinovitch, Jews and Diaspora Nationalism: Writings of Jewish Peoplehood in
Europe and the United States, (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2012); and Joshua M. Karlip’s
forthcoming book, The Tragedy of A Generation: The Rise and Fall of Jewish Nationalism in Eastern Europe
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013).
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capitalism, politics and mass consumption. Moving beyond the linear narrative of
progressive, generational assimilation advanced by their predecessors, these scholars,
including Matthew Frye Jacobson, Eli Lederhendler, and Hasia Diner have shown the
ways in which Jewish immigrants selectively incorporated hegemonic American
cultural, social, and political values and fused them with their Jewish national
identities. In turn, they have shown that Jewish immigrant writers, activists, artists and
intellectuals exerted tremendous influence on the discourse surrounding nationality
and nationalism in America.?®

This dissertation aims to build on these works by exploring how Jewish
nationalism animated labor and community organizing among the Eastern European
Jewish immigrants of Boyle Heights. I argue that the bakers and their allies rejected
assimilation and sought instead to maintain their culture and their collective identity as
Jews in their new American homes in the hopes that by doing so, they would contribute
to the wellbeing of the global Jewish nation. Certainly theirs was in some ways, an
“imagined community” as Benedict Anderson described: even though their material,

social and political circumstances differed dramatically from those of Jews living

2 See Jack Wertheimer ed., Imagining the American Jewish Community (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University
Press, 2007); Matthew Frye Jacobson, Special Sorrows: The Diasporic Imagination of Irish, Polish and Jewish
Immigrants in the United States (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995) and Whiteness of a Different
Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); Eli
Lederhendler, Jewish Responses to Modernity: New Voices in America and Eastern Europe (New York: New
York University Press, 1994) and his Jewish Immigrants and American Capitalism: From Caste to Class (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Noam Pianko, Diaspora Jewish Nationalism and Identity in
America, 1914-1967, Doctoral Dissertation, Yale University, 2004 and his book Zionism: The Roads not
Taken, Rawidowicz, Kaplan, Kohn (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010); Andrew R. Heinze,
Adapting to Abundance, Mass Consumption and the Search for American Identity (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1992); Hasia Diner, The Jews of the United States, 1654-2000 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2004); Werner Sollors, Multilingual America: Transnationalism, Ethnicity and the Languages
of American Literature (New York: New York University Press, 1998).
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elsewhere, and likewise from one another, they believed that they shared interests as
Jews.2* But however “imagined” their nation may have been, the Jewish immigrants
who built Boyle Heights” Yiddish-based fraternal, educational, cultural and labor
organizations in the early twentieth century did so out of a fundamental commitment to
maintaining national self-consciousness and group identity among the neighborhood’s
Jewish residents. Their commitment to Jewish nationalism encouraged them to create
an autonomous Yiddish-based organizational and cultural life in the multiethnic
neighborhood.

The desire of this cohort of immigrants to cultivate collective identity among the
Jewish residents of Boyle Heights was also a by-product of their commitment to
socialism. Again, this term’s meaning has been abstracted over time and must be
understood in the context of debates among Jewish intellectuals in the late 19th century.
While it later became the basis for the soviet system of governance, Marx’s philosophy
in its origins was a materialist framework for understanding European history: that
each historical epoch was defined by a prevailing mode of production which created
systems of social relations that dictated the organization of civil society. These social
relations had throughout history been hierarchical and unequal, giving rise to a series of
revolutionary class struggles that had propelled the progress of mankind and that
would inevitably bring about the collapse of the capitalist order. Jewish scholars who
applied Marx’s framework to their own history attributed the Jews’ century-long

struggle for survival to their marginalization in various economic systems and argued

2Benedict R. Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 1991).
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that only by hastening the end of the capitalist order could Jews achieve national self-
determination and equality. Along with other socialists, they sought to prepare the
working-class to lead this revolutionary change by organizing unions and political
parties among workers that would foster their class-consciousness and harness their
collective power. Socialist leaders offered a variety of political and economic models to
replace the capitalist system, all of which centered on the principle of “production for
use” and the ideal of workers controlling the means of production. Many members of
the cohort of Jewish immigrants who settled in Boyle Heights in the early twentieth
century had joined the socialist movement in Eastern Europe, some participating in the
failed Russian revolution of 1905, and they became leaders of the socialist movement in
Los Angeles. Like socialists elsewhere, they argued over how to achieve their goals and
became deeply divided after the Bolshevik Revolution. But they shared a commitment
to achieving socialism’s most basic goal of replacing capitalism with a more judicious
economic system that better served the interests of the working-class.

My exploration of socialism among the Yiddish-speaking Jews of Boyle Heights
builds on a wave of recent scholarship about left-wing politics in America that has
moved beyond the communist versus anti-communist dichotomy advanced by Vorspan
and Gartner. During the Cold War, scholarship on left-wing political movements in
America was colored by anxieties about espionage and subversion, and focused largely

on exposing the connections between American communists and the Soviet Union.?>

25 See Theodore Draper, The Roots of American Communism (New York: Viking Press, 1957) and American
Communism and Soviet Russia: The Formative Period (New York: Viking Press, 1960); Harvey Klehr,
Communist Cadre: The Social Background of the American Communist Party Elite, (Stanford, Calif.: Hoover
Institution Press, 1978), The Heyday of American Communism: The Depression Decade (New York: Basic
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Even those who sought to emphasize the positive influence of socialists and
communists on American politics and the labor movement centered their evaluations of
left-wing intellectuals and activists on their relationship to the “party line.”2¢ Scholars
of the Jewish labor movement similarly drew strong distinctions between socialists and
communists, often praising the contributions of more moderate socialists while
condemning the communists” disruptive influence.?” More recently, however,
historians of the American left and the labor movement have shown that in local
contexts, particularly those outside New York, intellectuals and activists operated
somewhat independently of their parties and often strayed considerably from the
directives issued by the national bodies of their organizations. Scholars including
Randi Storch, Robin Kelley and Daniel Hurewitz have aimed to recapture the intimate,
ground level experiences of leftwing activists in the early twentieth century rather than

obsess over the intricacies of their ideology.?® Studies of the Jewish left, like those of

Books, 1984); Joseph R. Starobin, American Communism in Crisis, 1943-1957 (Cambridge: Harvard
University press, 1972).

26 Bert Cochran, Labor and Communism: the conflict that shaped American Unions (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1977); John H. M. Laslett, Labor and the Left: A Study of Socialist and Radical Influences in
the American Labor Movement, 1881- 1924 (New York: Basic Books, 1970); David Cauté, The Fellow-travellers;
A Postscript to the Enlightenment (New York: Macmillan, 1973).

27 Irving Howe, World of our Fathers: the Journey of the East European Jews to America and the Life they Found
and Made (New York: Book-of-the-Month Club, 1976); Melech Epstein, Jewish Labor in U.S.A.: An industrial,
political and cultural history of the Jewish Labor Movement, 1914-1952 (New York: Trade Union Sponsoring
Committee, 1953); Isaiah Trunk, “The Cultural Dimension of the American Jewish Labor Movement,”
YIVO Annual of Jewish Social Science vol. xi (1976), 342-393.

28 Randi Storch, Red Chicago: American Communism at its Grassroots (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press,
2007); Robin Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists during the Great Depression (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1990); Daniel Hurewitz, Bohemian Los Angeles and the Making of
Modern Politics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); William P. Jones, The Tribe of Black Ulysses:
African American Lumber Workers in the Jim Crow South (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2005);
James R. Barrett, William Z. Foster and the Tragedy of American Radicalism (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois
Press, 1999).

22



Jewish nationalism, have put varieties of socialism, communism and radicalism in
closer dialogue with one another, emphasizing overlap and interrelation rather than
stark partisan distinctions.?? These scholars have, as a result, highlighted how debates
between intellectual leaders of various leftwing movements filtered down to the
grassroots, and forged new ways of showing how socialism, communism and
everything in between influenced American politics and culture.

This dissertation similarly explores socialism and communism as part of a broad
spectrum of left-leaning ideology within the Yiddish-speaking community. The group
of Jewish immigrants who helped to build Boyle Heights” Yiddish-based fraternal and
educational organizations, unions, and left-wing political parties did so as a means of
cultivating class-consciousness and mobilizing the neighborhood’s residents to foster a
change in the capitalist order. While the high-ranking members of these organizations
maintained close ties to the Socialist and Communist Parties and the ideological debates
that emerged between them, most of their members cared less about the “party line”
than they did about fighting to improve the lives of the Jewish “folks masses.” As I will
show, this fight was particularly intense in the context of Los Angeles” highly stratified
political economy as trade unionists and radicals faced tremendous opposition to their
efforts in the early twentieth century. Far removed from the central party apparatuses

in New York, local left-leaning activists pursued their own strategies to fit this

29 See Tony Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York and his edited volume, Jewish
Radicals: A Documentary History (New York: New York University Press, 2012); Steven Cassedy, To the
Other Shore: the Russian Jewish Intellectuals Who Came to America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1997) and his edited volume, Building the Future: Jewish Immigrant Intellectuals and the Making of Tsukunft
(New York: Holmes and Meier, 1999); David Philip Shuldiner, Of Moses and Marx: Folk Ideology and Folk
history in the Jewish Labor movement (Westport, CT: Bergin & Garvey, 1999); Daniel Katz, All Together
Different: Yiddish Socialists, Garment Workers, and the Labor Roots of Multiculturalism (New York: New York
University Press, 2011).
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particular context, especially in the 1930s, and were often criticized by national leaders
for doing so. Rather than draw fine distinctions between communists and anti-
communists, I will present their beliefs as varieties of Jewish socialism, ideologies that
in a different ways, combined a commitment to fostering Jewish national self-
consciousness with a commitment to fostering working-class consciousness among the
neighborhood’s residents.

The primary medium through which these nationally-minded socialists
cultivated both class and national consciousness among the Jews of Boyle Heights was
by developing yidishe kultur (Yiddish culture). They embraced a revolutionary attitude
toward cultural reformation, insisting that forging a new, more modern Jewish national
culture, free of all vestiges of religious superstitions and hierarchies, was integral to
achieving social change. Initially, the Jewish intellectuals of Eastern Europe embraced
Yiddish as the medium for cultural reformation pragmatically; while many of them had
received a formal education in Hebrew, Russian or Polish, most of the Jewish “folks
masses” they sought to reach primarily spoke, read, and wrote in Yiddish. But some
leading figures came to believe that as the folkshprakh (“the people’s language”), Yiddish
was the most authentic form of Jewish culture, and that if elevated and developed, it
could serve as the foundation of a modern, secular Jewish national civilization. They
sought to promote a Yiddish cultural renaissance by expanding the Yiddish press,
publishing and theater, forming literary societies and schools and using Yiddish in their
labor and political organizing. The Eastern European Jewish immigrants who settled in

Boyle Heights embraced these ideals, and as Yiddishists worked to develop a rich
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yidishe kultur in the neighborhood. They did so not out of necessity, as many had
already spent years in America and were fluent in English, but rather as a choice, their
Yiddishism an equally important a part of their ideological principles.

Although the number of native Yiddish speakers has declined precipitously in
the decades since World War Two, the number of academics choosing to study Yiddish
in a variety of disciplines has steadily increased, their works providing a strong
foundation for this dissertation. Both the death and destruction of the Holocaust and
Stalin’s dismantling of the Soviet Yiddish program dealt fatal blows to the institutions
that drove the academic study of Yiddish language and culture before the war, and for
many years afterward, scholars of Yiddish advanced the notion that the language was
on the verge of extinction.3? As Jeffrey Shandler noted in his seminal study Adventures
in Yiddishland, for new scholars studying Yiddish, who, like myself, are not native
Yiddish speakers, the use of the language is “postvernacular,” fundamentally different
in its nature and intent than the native Yiddish speakers that we study, our motives no
longer laden with nationalist sentiments.3! But choosing Yiddish, rather than inheriting
it, encourages scholars of this new generation to take innovative, interdisciplinary
approaches using new methodologies and frameworks that have revitalized the field.
The expanded study of Yiddish has been crucial to the aforementioned scholarship on

Jewish nationalism and socialism, and new studies of the American labor movement by

30 See Lara Rabinovitch, Shiri Goren and Hannah S. Pressman’s “Introduction,” to their edited collection
of essays, Choosing Yiddish: New Frontiers of Language and Culture (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
2012).

31 Jeffrey Shandler, Adventures in Yiddishland: Postvernacular Language and Culture (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2006).
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Steven Cassedy, Tony Michels and Daniel Katz. Recent works have also highlighted
Yiddish’s influence on American literature, theater, cinema, and music, and redeemed
the enduring role of Yiddish in American society.3? I hope that this dissertation will
contribute to this rich and vibrant field, and encourage others to focus future
explorations of Yiddish culture on Los Angeles.

By focusing my study of Yiddish in Los Angeles on labor and community
organizing, however, I am choosing to explore an aspect of Yiddish life that was
inherently ideological. For the subjects of this dissertation, speaking, writing, and
organizing in Yiddish were acts deeply intertwined with their socio-political values,
intended to maintain Jewish cultural autonomy and national self-consciousness, to
educate the “folks masses” about the injustices of capitalism, and to mobilize their
community to make real social change. To other Yiddish-speaking residents of Boyle
Heights, particularly its large Orthodox community, the language likely had different
meanings. For some, it was simply their preferred vernacular, their mame loshn
(“mother tongue”), not something deeply invested with meaning that needed to be
preserved and passed on to their children. But for the members of the organizations I

describe in this dissertation, including the members of the Jewish Bakers Union, using

32See Edward S. Shapiro ed., Yiddish in America: Essays on Yiddish Culture in the Golden Land (Scranton, PA:
Weinberg Judaic Studies Institute, University of Scranton, University of Scranton Press, 2008); Stefan
Kanfer, Stardust Lost: the Triumph, Tragedy and Mishugas of Yiddish Theater in America (New York: Knopf,
2006); Sarah Blacher Cohen, From Hester Street to Hollywood: The Jewish-American Stage and Screen
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983); Sol Steinmetz, Yiddish and English: The Story of Yiddish in
America (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2001); Marc Miller, Representing the Immigrant
Experience: Morris Rosenfeld and the Emergence of Yiddish Literature in America (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press, 2007); Emanuel Goldsmith ed., Yiddish Literature in America, 1870-2000 (Jersey City, NJ:
Ktav Publishing House, 2009); Ruth R. Wisse, A Little Love in Big Manhattan (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1988); and Anita Norich, Discovering Exile: Yiddish and Jewish American Culture during the
Holocaust (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2007).
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Yiddish was an act of signification, Yiddish an instrumental vehicle for communicating
their ideals and their identities. They believed that Yiddish should and could not be
given up, even as they became fluent in English and assimilated into American society
in other ways. As I will show, while they argued vehemently about their socialism and
their nationalism, they were united in their Yiddishism.

This dissertation explores how these three ideological principles - nationalism,
socialism and Yiddishism - diverged and converged in the activism of the bakers and
their cohort, over the thirty-year period between their first meeting in 1908 and the
outbreak of the Second World War in the early 1940s. The various components of their
ideologies were in constant tension: as socialists, they sought to foster a universal class-
consciousness that transcended ethnic, racial and national differences but as Jewish
nationalists, they emphasized the shared interests of all Jews as Jews throughout the
global diaspora, placing positive value in Jewish cultural and ethnic difference. Using
Yiddish in their activism helped to reconcile their socialism and Jewish nationalism, but
also limited their outreach among the neighborhood’s non-Jewish residents and in the
eyes of some, their ability to achieve revolutionary social change. I will argue that in
their earliest days of settlement in the neighborhood, the Jewish activists largely
excluded the non-Jewish residents of the area from their organizing efforts,
purposefully cultivating an organizational and cultural life separate from the area’s
other residents to resolve the tensions in their ideology. These exclusions, however,
created intense conflicts within and between the Yiddish-based organizations in Boyle

Heights, conflicts driven by the difficulty of resolving the tensions between their
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ideological principles, rather than by the specifics of partisan debates. But in the three
decades that comprise this dissertation, they slowly recalibrated the balance between
their socialism and their nationalism, and increasingly expanded the scope and scale of
their organizing efforts. While in their earliest days, they sought to replicate the
strategies that had proven successful elsewhere, over time, they increasingly strayed
from the platforms of the national and international bodies with which they were
affiliated to innovate their own organizations and movements to realize their
ideological goals in the particular multiethnic context of the neighborhood. AsI will
show, a combination of structural forces, local and global developments encouraged
their inclusion of the neighborhood’s non-Jewish residents in the organizing and their
efforts to build multiethnic coalitions; their embrace of the neighborhood’s
multiculturalism was part of their process of becoming Americans.

The most basic premise of this dissertation is that the efforts of these workers,
activists and intellectuals to build Yiddish public culture in Boyle Heights constructed a
collective identity among a Jewish population in the neighborhood that differed in their
backgrounds, their income levels, and their religious and political affiliations. Through
their community organizing efforts, they created a distinct ethnic community in a
multiethnic neighborhood. Boyle Heights” Yiddish-based organizations, unions,
schools and community activism were as important to Jewish life in the neighborhood
in the early twentieth century as its Jewish-owned businesses and synagogues. Yiddish
public culture gave Boyle Heights a tangible Jewish atmosphere, and recovering its

origins is crucial to understanding the neighborhood’s Jewish history. Over time, the
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Yiddishists incorporated the area’s non-Jewish residents into their organizing efforts,
but their commitment to building Yiddish public culture endured. By making Yiddish
life in Boyle Heights its primary focus, this dissertation provides new insight into the
experiences of the Eastern European Jewish immigrants who settled there and their
contributions to the history of Los Angeles.

In my first chapter, I explore the origins of Boyle Heights’ Jewish community by
tracing the lives of the small cohort of Eastern European immigrants who settled there
in the 1910s, a group I describe as Yiddish socialists. I outline their involvement in
revolutionary movements in Europe and the ideological debates they were exposed to,
as well as their reasons for coming to Los Angeles. I recount their work to create a
modern, secular Jewish national culture based in socialism and yidishe kultur in their
new home, and the contours of the literary circles, cultural organizations, fraternal and
mutual-aid societies, unions and left-wing political parties they created. But, I argue,
the realities they confronted in Los Angeles complicated their efforts. While they had
brought with them ideals about nations in multiethnic empires, in Los Angeles they
encountered a socioeconomic hierarchy where race was in many ways determinative of
class. Although Boyle Heights was incredibly diverse because it was one of a few
neighborhoods that did not enforce strict racial segregation, the Jewish residents of the
neighborhood had access to jobs and economic opportunities because of their skills and
their skin color that their non-Jewish neighbors were denied. I argue that as a result,
the Yiddish socialists forged a cultural and organizational life that was separate from

both the Jewish immigrants who preceded them and their non-Jewish neighbors, fusing
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their ethnic and their class-based identities to construct a collective identity as the
“Jewish working class.” I show that as the Jewish population in the neighborhood grew
in the late 1910s and 1920s, intense ideological and personal conflicts erupted between
and within organizations the organizations that they had created because of these
exclusions, conflicts that endured well into the 1930s. Chapter One explores both the
principles that united the Yiddish socialists and those that divided them in their early
efforts, probing the particular challenges of organizing the Yiddish-speaking
community in Boyle Heights.

In Chapter Two, I focus in on the story of the Jewish Bakers of Local 453 to more
closely examine Jewish community organizing in Boyle Heights, showing how the
bakers” activism constructed a distinct Jewish commercial infrastructure within the
multiethnic marketplace in the neighborhood. I argue that the bakers used their three
strategies - union label campaigns, their Cooperative Bakery and gift-giving - to inject
the buying and eating of food with national and class-based meanings, substituting the
traditional religious values attached to food with the secular values of Yiddish
socialism. Their activism aligned the interests of producers and consumers and
harnessed the “purchasing power” of the Jewish community by giving non-wage
earners and those outside of trade unions and political parties, particularly non-
working women, roles in their organizing campaigns. By doing so, they cultivated a
model of class-consciousness based on shared interests in the market for bread, rather
than a shared relationship to the mode of production, and provided a means for all of

the neighborhood’s Jewish residents to express a working-class Jewish identity in the
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way that they shopped for food. As a result, they navigated the factionalism in Boyle
Heights to build a broad-based coalition that included bakery owners and customers,
socialists and communists, the religiously observant and the secular, and maintained
high wages and full unionization in their sector of the baking industry in the
notoriously anti-union atmosphere of early 20t century Los Angeles.

But, like the organizing efforts of their fellow Yiddish socialists, the scope of the
bakers’ activism was limited to the Jewish community. They narrowly defined their
craft and excluded unskilled workers and non-Jews from their union. In Chapter Three,
I show how the economic downturn of the Great Depression exposed these limitations
of the bakers” model of activism, highlighting the conflicts that erupted within the
union when their strategies failed in the early 1930s. I argue that a powerful
combination of grassroots community organizing and the federal policies of the New
Deal encouraged the bakers of Local 453 to adjust their organizing model over the
course of the decade. I highlight two grassroots movements among the unemployed
that emerged in Los Angeles during the depths of the Depression: the Communist
Party’s “fight for bread” and the cooperative movement. Each of these movements
echoed the strategies the bakers had employed in the 1920s by using the shared
struggles of every life as vehicles of community mobilization, and in different ways,
helped the bakers and the other Yiddish socialists of Boyle Heights to build
relationships with their non-Jewish neighbors. The programs of the New Deal then
channeled the solidarity forged between neighbors during the depths of the Depression

into trade union organizing by providing new protections for collective bargaining to
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Los Angeles” long beleaguered unions. While a considerable portion of the local
workforce was exempted from these protections, the New Deal also initiated a wave of
union organizing in Southern California that brought thousands of new workers into
the city’s unions, including many of those who lived in Boyle Heights. While they had
previously rejected the merits of industrial unionism, by the end of the decade, the
bakers opened their membership to include unskilled workers and non-Jews and
refashioned their identities as American bakery workers. Chapter Three explores the
transformation of the bakers’ union in the 1930s as a means of understanding how the
Great Depression and the New Deal changed both the attitudes and the organizing
styles of the Yiddish socialists of Boyle Heights.

Chapter Four highlights another component of Yiddish socialists” activism in the
1930s that played an equally formative role in encouraging the Yiddish socialists to
expand their activism beyond the Jewish community of Boyle Heights: their “Popular
Front Against Fascism.”33 As I show in the chapter, the Yiddish socialists confronted a
paradoxical reality in the late 1930s: on the one hand, they were more upwardly mobile
and integrated into American society than ever before, both the protections of the New
Deal and the expansion of Los Angeles” economy providing them opportunities that

increased the economic disparities with their non-Jewish neighbors and allowed some

3 The term “Popular Front” refers to a change in the policies of the Communist Party International, who,
in response to Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, fascist movements in Spain and Italy, and increasing
Japanese Imperialism, chose to end their organizational isolation and collaborate with other liberal,
socialist and leftwing parties to form a “Popular Front against Fascism” in 1935. My use of the term here
borrows from the work of Michael Denning, who has argued that it is better to think of the Popular Front
as a broad social movement, “a radical historical bloc uniting industrial unionists, Communists,
independent socialists, community activists, and émigré anti-fascists around laborist social democracy,
anti-fascism, and anti-lynching.” See The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the 20" Century
(London, New York: Verso, 1996), 4. I will be tracing a similar “historical bloc” within the Yiddish-
speaking community of Boyle Heights.
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to move into more affluent, white neighborhoods. On the other hand, rising anti-
Semitism at home and abroad made Jews living throughout the city feel vulnerable in
ways that they hadn’t in previous decades, the support shown for Hitler in Los Angeles
convincing many that even as they ascended into the ranks of the middle class, they
would always be considered something “other” than white Americans. Chapter Four
examines how this reality informed their anti-Nazi activism in the late 1930s, showing
that while the Yiddish socialists had long been divided over how to incorporate their
multiethnic neighbors into their activism, in waging their fight against fascism, they set
aside longstanding ideological conflicts and worked together to forge multiethnic
coalitions to raise public awareness about the dangers of fascism, anti-Semitism and all
forms of racial discrimination to American society. They also worked together to
expand and fortify the Yiddish culture they had created in the neighborhood, and
fortified their ethnic collective identities. In both spheres of activity, the Yiddish
socialists positioned themselves among the other ethnic and racial minority groups in
the neighborhood, even though many no longer lived there, and consecrated a new
model of community organizing that served as a foundation for their activism in the
1940s, 1950s and beyond. Through their Popular Front Against Fascism, they forged a
new collective identity as American Jews.

By telling the story of the bakers and their cohort in this way, I hope to
complicate our understanding of the dynamics of racial and class formation in the
Yiddish-speaking community of Boyle Heights. My study amends the traditional

narrative of the gradual and natural assimilation of Eastern European Jewish

33



immigrants into the American mainstream, showing that many of the dichotomies that
have dominated studies of Jewish immigration and urban history - working class
versus middle class, ethnicity versus whiteness, Yiddish versus English, urban versus
suburban - did not apply in Boyle Heights. The neighborhood was for its residents, a
liminal space between the “ghetto” and the “suburbs,” providing fertile terrain upon
which to rethink their community organizing strategies and reimagine their Jewish
identities. As such, it provides a provocative example of how activism like that of the
bakers and their cohort serves to construct class and ethnic identity in local contexts.

In turn, I aim to contribute to a volume of works exploring the Americanization
of Eastern European Jewish immigrants in the early 20t century. As this study will
show, while the Jewish immigrants of Boyle Heights created a Yiddish-based
organizational and cultural life in the neighborhood as a means of resisting
assimilation, they also capitalized on the privileges afforded them by their skin color
and in some ways absorbed the racist logic of Los Angeles’ racially segmented labor
system. Only over time did they expand their organizing to include the neighborhood’s
other multiethnic residents; their embrace of multiculturalism was part of their forging
their American identities. Their acculturation was owed both to their involvement in
unions, radical political parties and social movements as well as to structural forces and
global developments far beyond their control; as historian Gary Gerstle has described,
both “liberty and coercion” served to make them Americans.3* Their shift in attitudes

was also in part generational: while this study focuses primarily on the foreign-born

3¢ Gary Gerstle, “Liberty, Coercion and the Making of Americans,” The Journal of American History, 84 no.
2 (Sept., 1997): 524-558.
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immigrants of the neighborhood, their American-born children influenced the direction
of their organizing and their outlook, and the interactions between the two generations
are highlighted in Chapters Three and Four. By exploring how their organizing styles
and understanding of their ethnic and class-based identities shifted over time, I hope to
provide new insights into how the Eastern European Jewish immigrants who settled
Boyle Heights became American Jews.3>

This dissertation also adds new and original details about the Yiddish-based
unions and organizations in Boyle Heights that enrich existing scholarship about the
history of the labor, left-wing and radical activism in early twentieth century Los
Angeles. For many years, historians of the labor movement in Los Angeles placed
primary emphasis on the power of the city’s anti-union business leaders and their
organizations, the Chamber of Commerce and the Merchants and Manufacturers
Association, and their repression of radical and labor activists in the early twentieth
century. As historians Louis B. Perry and Richard S. Perry put it in their seminal study,
for workers in early twentieth century Los Angeles, “freedom [did] not exist politically,
industrially, or socially.”3¢ This study recognizes the power of the city’s business

interests and the Los Angeles Police Department’s repression of radicals, but shows that

3% James R. Barrett, “ Americanization from the Bottom-Up: Immigration and the Remaking of the
Working-Class in the United States,” Journal of American History 79, no. 3 (December 1992): 996-1020;
James R. Barrett and David Roediger, “Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality and the ‘New Immigrant’
Working Class.” Journal of American Ethnic History 16, no. 3 (Spring, 1997): 3-44; Matthew Frye Jacobson,
Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1998)" Ira Katznelson, City Trenches: Urban Politics And The Patterning Of Class In The United States
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1981).

3¢ Louis B. Perry and Richard S. Perry, A History of the Los Angeles Labor Movement, 1911-1941 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1963), 163.
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their authority was not absolute and that workers found ways to exert their own
influence over the political economy in the city. It also underscores the importance of
the federal government’s role in the labor movement’s ability to exert that influence,
and highlights how federal labor legislation helped create new opportunities for
upward mobility for the bakers and other Jewish trade unionists. My dissertation
complements similar studies of the city’s longshoreman, cannery workers, garment
workers, and agricultural workers, all of which have greatly enhanced our
understanding of the experiences of trade unionists and radicals in early twentieth
century Los Angeles.3” It also adds to these studies because many of the leaders and
activists that appear in them were raised in the Yiddish-speaking community of Boyle
Heights, providing new insights about their upbringings and ideological influences.
And finally, this dissertation redeems the role of Boyle Heights” Yiddish-
speaking community in Los Angeles’s Jewish history and American Jewish history
more broadly. The scholarship concerning Yiddish culture and Yiddish-based
community organizing has been almost entirely focused on New York and other
American cities in the east as well as on the cities and small towns of Eastern Europe.
As a result, while Yiddish culture in the tenements of the Lower East Side looms heavily

in the American imagination, the experiences of the Yiddish-speaking immigrants in the

37 See Vicki Ruiz, Cannery Women, Cannery Lives: Mexican Women, Unionization and the California Food
Processing Industry, 1930-1950 (University of New Mexico Press, 1987); Matt Garcia, A World of Its Own:
Race, Labor and Citrus in the Making of Greater Los Angeles, 1900-1970 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 2001); Devra Weber, Dark Sweat, White Gold: California Farm Workers, Cotton and the New
Deal (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Bruce Nelson, Divided We Stand: American Workers
and the Struggle for Black Equality (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001); Ruth Milkman, L.A.
Story: Immigrant Workers and the Future of the U.S. Labor Movement (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
2006); John H. M. Laslett, “Gender, Class, or Ethno-Cultural Struggle? The Problematic Relationship
Between Rose Pesotta and the Los Angeles ILGWU,” California History vol. 72, no. 1 (1993): 20-39 and
Sunshine was Never Enough: Los Angeles Workers, 1880-2010 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012).
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single-family homes of Boyle Heights have been lost to history. This dissertation shows
that the dynamics of Yiddish cultural, social, and political life played out differently in
local contexts, and that while connected to transnational organizations and movements,
local Yiddishists also innovated their own organizing, artistic and intellectual styles that
merit further academic study. Although the Jewish population in early twentieth
century Boyle Heights was small compared to other cities, Los Angeles’ Jewish
population today is the second largest of any city outside of Israel, and Yiddish culture
continues to thrive. My hope is that with this dissertation, I will both highlight the
contributions of the Boyle Heights community to the global Yiddish world and invite

further scholarship about in Yiddish life in Los Angeles.
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CHAPTER ONE:
THE ORIGINS OF YIDDISH PUBLIC CULTURE
ON THE EAST SIDE OF LOS ANGELES

In 1908, a small group of Eastern European Jewish immigrants gathered at Burbank

Hall in downtown Los Angeles to discuss the possibility of forming the city’s first
Yiddish cultural club. Though most were in their twenties, they were experienced
community organizers and veteran activists, some of whom had left their homes in
Europe under threat of detention for their revolutionary activities, as well as writers,
intellectuals, and craftsmen. They were, as one attendee described “national-minded
people, pervaded with socialist aspirations” who had come to Los Angeles after
spending years in the industrial cities of the east.! At the meeting, they shared their
experiences, debated their ideals and offered their visions for how to organize their
small community. The meeting closed with a reading by Chaim Shapiro, “a young slim
chap with thick, black curly hair and big expressive eyes,” who rose and recited a
passage from a play by socialist and Zionist David Pinski about the Kishinev pogrom.
“His Yiddish was juicy and rich,” wrote one of those present, “and all of us were
enthusiastic. The dark little room was entirely lit up.”? After Shapiro’s rousing call to
action, the attendees vowed to work together to develop Yiddish life in Los Angeles.
This cohort of revolutionaries focused their activism in Boyle Heights, the

neighborhood east of the Los Angeles River where many of the Eastern European

1 1. Sh. Neumov, “The Blessings of Concentration,” in Hayyim Shapiro in der opshaytsung fun zeine freint
(Chaim Shapiro: Fifty Years of His Life), ed. Rose Nevodovska (Los Angeles: the Jubilee Committee (the
Pacific Press), 1937), 37-38.

2 Abraham Maggid, “Chaim Shapiro Twenty-Eight Years Ago” in Chaim Shapiro: Fifty Years of his Life, 33.
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Jewish immigrants settled. They aimed to cultivate national self-consciousness and
class-consciousness among the Jewish “folks masses” there using Yiddish, the
folkshprakh (“people’s language”) as an engine of community mobilization. But the
realities of life in Boyle Heights complicated their efforts. While they had brought with
them ideals about nations in multiethnic empires, in Los Angeles they encountered a
socioeconomic hierarchy where race was in many ways determinative of class. Through
a combination of public and private policies, the city’s business leaders and developers
engineered an intensely racialized and stratified socio-economic hierarchy in the city
that was built into its physical geography. Boyle Heights was one of a few
neighborhoods that did not enforce strict racial segregation and it became home to a
diverse group of working-class residents that included those of Mexican, Japanese,
Armenian and African-American descent. Because of their skills, their education and
their skin color, the Jewish residents of the neighborhood had access to jobs and
economic opportunities that their non-Jewish neighbors were largely denied. Life in
Boyle Heights thereby challenged the Jewish residents” understanding of their ethnic
and class-based identities. What did it mean to be Jewish and working-class in Boyle
Heights? Were their organizing efforts for Jews alone or should they attempt to
organize all of the neighborhood’s multiethnic workers? As the neighborhood’s Jewish
population grew, the Yiddish socialists who settled in Boyle Heights often came up
with very different answers to these questions, causing intense ideological and personal
conflicts and a series of organizational fractures and collapses that have obscured the

community’s history.
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This chapter aims to examine how the Eastern European Jews who settled in
Boyle Heights forged their ethnic and class based identities in this particular context by
exploring the contours of Yiddish-based labor and community organizing that emerged
in the neighborhood. Using Yiddish-language biographies and testimonials, I will
reconstruct the lives of the cohort of immigrants who gathered in 1908 and the various
fraternal, labor, cultural, educational and social service organizations that they built. I
begin by tracing their experiences in Europe, highlighting the variety of nationalist and
socialist ideologies they were exposed to in their years before heading west, and the life
experiences that informed their beliefs. I then explore the new environment in which
they found themselves, highlighting how the cohort who gathered together in 1908
forged a collective identity and organizational life that was separate from both the
Jewish elites who preceded them and their non-Jewish neighbors by fusing their ethnic
and their class-based identities. And finally, I examine the conflicts that emerged among
these activists as the Jewish population grew, showing how the neighborhood’s
residents struggled to balance their ideological commitments to socialism, nationalism
and Yiddish. While these were heated conflicts, they were largely conducted in
Yiddish, and served to reinforce and animate Yiddish public culture in the
neighborhood. In this chapter, I show that the collective effort of these activists

constructed a distinct Jewish community life in the multiethnic neighborhood.
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European Origins

“They crossed the same paths and carried the same baggage, of economic
poverty, but also full of ideas and ideals, and in California became a new Yiddish
community... they devoted themselves to making a new Yiddish life.”3

- Harry Lang describes his cohort in 1952

In order to understand the group of men who spearheaded the creation of
Yiddish public culture in Los Angeles, we must first examine the experiences and
ideologies that drove their efforts. All of them were born in the tumultuous years that
followed the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881, and were immersed in a
transnational dialogue that erupted in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
about the meaning of Jewish identity, how to preserve Jewish peoplehood in the context
of the multiethnic empires in which they lived and how to best ameliorate the
conditions faced by Jews around the world. This dialogue gave rise to a variety of new
nationalist, socialist, radical and revolutionary movements in Jewish communities
throughout Eastern Europe through which these young men were exposed to new ideas
and cut their teeth as organizers and activists. By exploring the social and intellectual
atmosphere in which they came of age, we can better understand the ideals that drove
them to attend the initial meeting in 1908 and animated their activism throughout the
1910s and beyond.

Throughout the nineteenth century, Russian Jews had been prohibited from
certain professions and prevented from living outside the Pale of Settlement, a territory

encompassing present-day Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Ukraine, most residing in

3 H. Lang, “The Judge,” in Fuftsik yor geselshaflish tetikayt fun Judl Lewit in der opsaytsung fun zeine freint
(Julius Levitt, Fifty Years of Social Activities; Souvenir Book) (Los Angeles: Julius Levitt Book Committee,
1952), 7.
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small towns near larger urban areas known as shtetls. While Alexander II had initiated
important political and economic reforms during his reign, his assassination resulted in
further restrictions on Jewish mobility. It ignited a wave of violent and destructive mob
attacks on Jewish communities throughout the Pale, known as pogroms, that
devastated local Jewish populations, particularly those in Kiev, Odessa and Warsaw.
His successor Alexander III then used the resulting violence to introduce a series of new
laws that stripped Jews of their rights to own property, further limited their residence
to urban areas, established a strict quota system for schools and universities, and
prohibited their participation in local elections. He empowered his tsarist police to
crackdown on the revolutionaries responsible for the assassination and anyone who
resisted his new policies. In combination with the pogroms, the new restrictions, known
as the May Laws, drastically reduced Jewish mobility and economic opportunity and
resulted in thousands of forceful evictions and the displacement of Jewish communities
throughout the Pale. In turn, they initiated a period of global Jewish immigration out of
Eastern Europe that brought some three million Jews to America between 1880 and
1924.

In this increasingly hostile environment, Jews throughout Europe sought to
refashion Jewish peoplehood along secular lines to bolster their claims to political self-
determination and civil rights not as a religious minority, but as a nation, a people.
Some rooted their conceptions of Jewish peoplehood in religious tradition, specifically
in the concept of galut, or exile (golus in Yiddish, Russian and German), which holds

that modern Jews are the descendants of the Israelites, the chosen people, who had been
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scattered throughout the diaspora to live in exile as punishment for their sins but who
would ultimately be redeemed by God.* While Jewish theologians had debated the
meaning of exile and redemption for centuries, new contemplations emerged in the 19th
century among followers of the Haskalah (Jewish enlightenment), a social and
intellectual movement in which Jewish scholars called for deeper engagement with
secular philosophy and European intellectual traditions. These scholars criticized the
insularity and isolation of traditional religious community life and came to believe that
the galut mentality and interminable hopefulness for redemption perpetuated the Jews’
marginalization and their ill-fated state. But other followers of the Haskalah, including
Perets Smolenskin, asserted their positive role in maintaining Jewish nationhood
throughout centuries of living in the diaspora. In his essay, “The Eternal People,”
Smolenskin argued that the Jews” hope for redemption from exile had encouraged the
preservation of their shared language and culture, and that as a result, Jews had “never
ceased being a nation” despite not living in the same geographic location. Smolenskin
insisted that the freedom and equality that Jews desired was impossible without
preserving their national difference, and called for a national reawakening among his
peers. As historian Simon Rabinovitch has shown, Smolenskin’s reimagining of Jewish
nationalism gave rise to a variety of ideologies, all of which shared the goal of securing

formal, legal autonomy for the Jewish nation.?

4See Simon Rabinovitch, “Introductory Essay” in Jews and Diaspora Nationalism: Writings on Jewish
Peoplehood in Europe and the United States, ed. Simon Rabinovitch (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University
Press, 2012), xvii-xxii.

5 Smolenskin’s essay and Rabinovitch’s analysis in Jews and Diaspora Nationalism, ed. Simon Rabinovitch,
xxii-xxiii, 3-22. For more on Smolenskin, see Shlomo Avineri, The Making of Modern Zionism: The
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The most notorious of these emergent Jewish nationalisms was Zionism, which
claimed that ensuring Jewish self-determination required building an independent
territory governed by a Jewish national state in Ottoman Palestine. Although groups of
Russian Jewish refugees began migrating to Palestine after the pogroms of the 1880s,
the Zionist movement accelerated after 1897 when lawyer and journalist Theodore
Herzl organized the first International Zionist Conference in Basel, Switzerland, and
formed the World Zionist Organization. After witnessing the violence of the pogroms
in Russia and the anti-Semitism that erupted in France during the Dreyfus Affair - two
states where Jews had been granted equal rights as citizens - Herzl came believe that
Jews would never be safe from persecution when subject to the sovereignty of non-
Jews. Like Smolenskin, he argued that Jews “are a people - one people” and that the
problems they confronted could not be solved through assimilation. But Herzl
identified emancipation as the source of modern anti-Semitism, arguing that Jewish
ascendance into the ranks of the middle-class created economic competition that had
inflamed latent anti-Semitic anxieties. In his essay Der Jundestaat (The Jewish State), he
outlined a detailed plan for building a new Jewish colony in Palestine that would
become an independent Jewish state, highlighting its benefits to Jews and anti-Semites
alike.® While not all Zionist intellectuals accepted Herzl’s plan and offered their own

ideas as to where and how that state would be created, all believed that the only means

Intellectual Origins of the Jewish State (New York: Basic Books, 1981), Chapter 5, “Smolenskin: From
Enlightenment to Nationalism,” 156-164.

¢ Theodor Herzl, “The Jewish State: An attempt at a Modern Solution to the Jewish Question,” trans.
Sylvie D’ Avigdor (London: H. Pordes, 1972).
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of achieving Jewish self-determination was to have Jewish sovereignty; in order for
Jews to exist as a nation, they must have their own territory.

Dr. Leo Blass, who came to Los Angeles in 1908, attended Herzl's First Zionist
International Conference in Basel while attending medical school at the University of
Bern. Blass, born Lieb Isaac Shilmovich, was raised in Rostov-on-Don in Southern
Russia, the son of a local rabbi who was “deeply involved” in the Haskalah and ran the
local Jewish education district. Blass received both a religious and secular education,
and went on to study medicine and philosophy at Frederick’s University Halle-
Wittenberg (Prussia) and then at University of Bern where he became interested in
emerging Zionist ideology. Blass eventually joined the Zionist workers” movement
(which will be discussed at length below), and left Europe in 1905 to join his family in
St. Louis where he graduated from medical school. He moved west to complete his
residency at a Mt. Zion Hospital in San Francisco and moved to Los Angeles to start his
own practice. Throughout his life, he maintained a deep commitment to advancing
Jewish nationalism and promoting the creation of an independent Jewish state.”

Other Jewish scholars of the late 19th century rejected Herzl's arguments and the
premise of Zionism and insisted that Jewish nationalism could be maintained in the
diaspora. Foremost among these was Simon Dubnow who, in his essay, “Theory of

Jewish Nationalism,” argued that Jews could and should assert their historical claim to

775 Yoriker Yubl, fun dem onkumen fun di ershte Yidn in Kalifornie, (75 Year Jubilee of the Beginnings of
Jews in California),” Zunland, 3 (1925), 85; Hoffman, David B. and Sonia R., “Social Action, Yiddish
Culture and Zionism: Leo Blass and the Eastern European Influence,” Roots-Key: Newsletter of the Jewish
Genealogical Society of Los Angeles 23, no. 2-3, (Summer and Fall, 2003): 13-17; Y. L. Malamut ed., Southwest
Jewry, vol. 11T (Los Angeles, 1957), 61.
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lands in Europe like other national groups and that for Jews to renounce their national
individuality and assimilate into French, German or Russian society in the hopes of
gaining equal civil rights would be to commit “national suicide.” Dubnow’s conception
of Jewish nationalism highlighted a crucial distinction between “nations” and “states”:
while states, he reasoned, were man-made sociopolitical groups, formal legal unions of
which every individual could choose to become a member, nations were “internal,
psychological and existential” unions, into which members were born.® By his logic,
Jews could easily maintain both their loyalty to the Jewish nation and their loyalty to
the multiethnic states in which they lived, so long as two preconditions were met. First,
in order for Jews to share a sense of mutual, “civic solidarity” as members of
sociopolitical states, the states” laws must apply equally to Jews. In addition to equal
rights as citizens, Jews must also be given “rights as a nation” - the freedom to organize
their own, independent communal, educational, and religious institutions, to maintain
their own customs, culture and language, and to choose their own political
representation. Dubnow advised that instead of creating an independent Jewish state,
Jews should fight for this national-cultural independence in their home states, pushing
themselves and those states to “jointly submit to a higher principle of equal worth of all
citizens.” If they did so, Jews across the world could exist as “a nation among nations”

in all of the multiethnic states in which they lived. By drawing a distinction between

8 Dubnow’s essay, “Theory of Jewish Nationalism,” in Jews and Diaspora Nationalism: Writings on Jewish
Peoplehood in Europe and the United States, ed. Simon Rabinovitch (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University
Press, 2012), 23-44.
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nations and states, Dubnow created a framework for Jewish diaspora nationalism as an
alternative to Zionism that was broadly influential in Jewish politics.’

The second and equally powerful ideological influence on the men who gathered
in downtown Los Angeles in 1908 was socialism. As the fervor of the Russian
revolutionary movement grew in Eastern Europe, an increasing number of Jews came
to believe that they could only achieve true civil economic and political equality
through a radical re-ordering of society. They embraced Marx’s materialist
interpretation of history: that each historical epoch was defined by the prevailing mode
of production and system of exchange, which in turn determined social relations and
dictated the organization of families, civil society and the legal and political
superstructure. The hierarchies created by each mode of production had given rise to a
series of revolutionary class struggles that had driven the progress of mankind and
would inevitably bring about the collapse of the capitalist order. Jewish scholars
influenced by Marx argued that the centuries-long struggle for Jewish survival in the
diaspora was the result of their marginalization in various economic systems. Like
Herzl, Jewish socialists like Nachman Syrkin argued that the origins of the “Jewish
problem” lay in the Jews’ increasing integration into the capitalist bourgeoisie as
economic competition intensified anti-Semitism. But, Syrkin argued, the ultimate
tragedy of this integration was that as a result Jews helped “to maintain an order whose
victims they are” - they became part of the very system that was ultimately to blame for

the material conditions of the Jewish people. The suffering of the Jewish working-class,

9 Rabinovitch, Jews and Diaspora Nationalism, 23-25.
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he argued, could only be alleviated by the destruction of the capitalist order and a
revolutionary change in the mode of production. He and other Jewish socialists called
on their fellow Jews to join with the rest of the global proletariat and become the
“vanguard of socialism.”10

The socialist movement had a profound impact on the cohort of Eastern
European Jewish immigrants who came to Los Angeles in the 1910s. As Harry Lang,
who came to Los Angeles from Russia in 1907, described, he and his peers made their
own personal transformations part of their revolutionary goals:

“We were already the children of the Haskalah and we sought to propel the
revolutions of the Haskalah deep and broad...Socialism was for us a new mentality, a
new morality: socialism was a faith, with books instead of sforim (religious texts), with
Marx instead of the Talmud, with world-languages instead of one tongue, with [an]
outlook to all peoples instead of insular focus on ourselves, with...scholarly academies
instead of Yeshivas, with global blending and global freedom instead [of] detention by
ones fathers. The impetus of revolution carried us...”1!

The socialists argued that the cultural, political and social isolation of traditional Jewish
religious communities made them more vulnerable to capitalist oppression. In order to
achieve revolutionary change, they must break down the hierarchies and superstition of
Judaism to prepare the masses to lead the socialist revolution. They sought to educate
the Jewish workers of Eastern Europe and organize them in revolutionary workers’
parties, the largest of which was the Bund (General Jewish Labor Union of Lithuania,
Poland, and Russia).

The Bund began as an educational movement among members of the Russian

intelligentsia in the 1880s who sought to agitate among the Jewish workers, but soon

10 Nachman Syrkin, “The Jewish Problem and the Socialist Jewish State” (1898), in Essays on Socialist
Zionism (New York: Young Poale Zion Alliance of America, 1935).

11 H. Lang, “The Judge” in Julius Levitt Fifty Years of Social Activity, 7.
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evolved into a wider-scale effort to mobilize Jewish communities in mass protest
against the Tsar’s repressive policies. Officially formed in 1897, the Jewish Labor Bund
aimed to represent Jewish interests in the socialist movement, providing an umbrella
organization for Jewish trade unions and socialist parties throughout Eastern Europe.
Activists affiliated with the Bund organized strikes among Jewish workers and massive
protests, and after the Kishinev pogroms in 1903, formed armed self-defense
committees to guard against attacks on shtetl communities. They published newspapers
to disseminate their ideals, often using Yiddish, a vernacular language that combined
Hebraic, Slavic and Germanic linguistic forms, to speak to the masses in their own marme
loshn (mother tongue). Through this aggressive community organizing, they hoped to
empower the Jewish masses and bring about a revolutionary social change that would
result in the end of the capitalist order and the ascendance of a more egalitarian,
socialist one.

Los Angeles became home to several veteran Bundists in the first decade of the
twentieth century who had joined the party in its earliest years. Pinches Karl was born
outside of Lodz (Poland), one of eighteen children, and was sent to apprentice with a
local shoemaker at the age of twelve. He joined the Bund two years later and showed a
talent for public speaking that attracted attention from the tsarist police. In 1902, at the
age of twenty, he fled to Patterson, New Jersey to avoid arrest; there he helped to

organize the first branch of the Arbeter Ring (Workmen'’s Circle), a mutual-aid fraternal
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organization created by Bundists in America.? Julius Levitt was born in Disne province
(located in modern-day Belarus), to a family of wealthy, landowning timber-dealers.
After the passage of the May Laws, his family was stripped of their land and forced to
move to Vilna where Levitt, age of fourteen, worked as a clerk to support the family. In
Vilna, he became involved with local literary and intellectual circles, and began
publishing articles in local Yiddish-language newspapers. At age sixteen, he joined the
Bund and helped to organize a strike among his fellow clerks. Levitt was arrested and
imprisoned six times by the tsarist police for his revolutionary activities (apparently
because his height made him stand out in a crowd), and came to America in 1906 to
escape his seventh arrest. He settled in Newark, New Jersey, where he found work at a
company that manufactured electrical fixtures and helped to build the first trade union
in his industry. He also began writing for the Forverts (Forward), the largest Yiddish-
language newspaper in America, founded by a group of Bundists in New York. Levitt
was such an effective leader in Newark that the Arbeter Ring administration eventually
sent him to Los Angeles to build the organization in California.'?

The ideological quandary that the Bund and other Jewish socialist parties
confronted was how to reconcile their beliefs with Jewish nationalism. According to
orthodox Marxist doctrine, the national differences between workers were based on

material conditions and the civic and economic barriers between Jews and non-Jews

12 See Julius Levitt and Harry Lang eds., Pinkhes Karl in der opshatsung fun zeyne freynt: Yuvel-Bukh tsu
zeyne zibetsik yor (Pinches Karl: Seventy Years of Life and Labor), (Los Angeles: Published by the Southern
California District Committee of the Workmen's Circle 1951).

13 1. Tillet, “ A Half Century at the Helm of Social Life (Biographic Notes)” in Julius Levitt: Fifty Years of
Social Activity, 5-10. See also Y. L. Malamut ed., Southwest Jewry vol. 111, 160-161.
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would fade into a universal, international proletarian culture after the demise of the
capitalist order. Some Bundist scholars rejected the necessity of Jewish nationalism
entirely, arguing it was an impediment to their goals while others, like Vladimir
Medem, adopted a position of neutralism: that the Bund should not concern itself with
the Jewish national question. In his essay, “Social Democracy and the National
Question,” Medem argued that the socialist states that would emerge after the
revolution would be inherently multicultural and allow for the right of ethnic groups to
develop their national particularism on a cultural basis as Dubnow described. Instead of
engaging in debates about Jewish nationalism or investing themselves in national
projects like Zionism, he argued that the Bund should focus on doikayt, (“hereness”),
devoting their efforts to bettering the lives of the Jewish proletariat in their local
communities. Medem’s position was soon adopted as the official stance of the Bund.*
Other Bundist scholars were more eager to combine their socialism with a
nationalist platform, or as historian Jonathan Frankel put it, “build a bridge between the
Prophetic past of the Jewish people and the messianic future promised by socialism.”15
A leader among these was Chaim Zhitlowsky, the son of a wealthy Russian merchant
who was a follower of the Haskalah. Like other Bundists, Zhitlowsky argued that
socialism offered the only means of achieving the true equality of the Jewish people and

that anti-Semitism would continue without a radical social, economic and political

14 See Simon Rabinovitch, Jews and Diaspora Nationalism, 105-107, and Yosef Gorny, Converging
Alternatives: The Bund and the Zionist Labor Movement (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 2006),
29-46.

15 Jonathan Frankel, Prophecy and Politics: Socialism, Nationalism, and the Russian Jews, 1862-1917 (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 266.
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upheaval both within Jewish society and without. But Zhitlowsky also believed that
Jewish national existence had more than a material basis and that his fellow socialists
risked committing “national suicide” as Dubnow had described. Instead, they should
apply Marx’s notions of cultural formation to Jewish nationalism and forge a new,
modern, secular Jewish culture that could serve as the basis for Jewish national
cohesion in the new socialist society. Zhitlowsky rejected the bourgeois culture of
Jewish elites and intellectuals (in which he had been raised), and instead embraced the
folk traditions of Eastern Europe as the authentic Jewish national culture. He argued
that Yiddish as the folkshprakh (“the peoples” language”) should be the basis of this new
national culture, and that by developing a vibrant cultural life based in Yiddish -
including Yiddish schools, publishing, theater, and unions - would foster national self-
consciousness among the Jewish folks masses. This cultural transformation, he argued,
was equally integral to achieving the radical change that they desired. He called on his
fellow Bundists to work towards a Yiddish cultural renaissance; that in addition to
mobilizing the Jewish masses in protest, he and his fellow Bundists should elevate
yidishe kultur so that it could serve as a new secular national culture of a global Jewish
community in the diaspora.!®

Peter Kahn, who came to Los Angeles around 1906, developed a strong
relationship with Zhitlowsky in London and travelled with him to New York in 1903.
Kahn's background was similar to Zhitlowsky’s: he was born in Kiev (Ukraine), the

descendant of a family of famous rabbis, and had a privileged childhood that included

16 Tony Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2005).
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an education in Russian and Hebrew. Kahn attended university in Kiev, but dropped
out only a few months later to join the revolutionary activism of the Bund. After a
fellow freedom fighter set herself on fire while being held by the tsarist police, he
helped to organize a series of student demonstrations for which he was eventually
exiled to a labor camp in Siberia. Kahn escaped and travelled across Europe
undercover until he eventually reached London, where he worked in the library of
famous anarchist intellectual Peter Kropotkin and became acquainted with Zhitlowsky
and his ideals. After travelling with Zhitlowsky to New York and then spending several
months in St. Louis, Kahn came to California with a loved one who was suffering from
tuberculosis (according to one account, Kahn himself was suffering from “wanderlust”)
and began working in the fields in the Imperial Valley.!”

Socialism also greatly influenced Zionist intellectuals, including those who had
attended Herzl’s conference in Basel such as Dr. Leo Blass and intellectual leaders such
as Nachman Syrkin. Departing from Medem and other Bundist scholars, Syrkin argued
that Jews could not invest all of their hopes in socialism’s utopian vision, as the social
democratic parties that had emerged among non-Jews in Europe were riddled with
anti-Semitism. Nor could the Zionist movement relieve all of Jewish suffering if it
ignored the realities of class struggle and economic difference. But if the Jewish state
were created on socialist foundations, rather than on the capitalist model that Herzl

proposed, it would solve the problem of social inequality and satisfy “the wishes and

17 Details on Kahn in Bonnie Rogers, “The Founders: The Story of the City of Hope,” Roots-Key: Newsletter
of the Jewish Genelogical Society of Los Angeles Vol. 23, No. 2-3 (Summer and Fall, 2003), 23 and Y.L.
Malamut ed., Southwest Jewry, 30.
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hopes of the Jewish masses.” He called for a “fusing” of socialism and Zionism that
would cultivate great “national passion” and become the “ideal of the entire Jewish
people.”® Syrkin’s synthesis of socialism and Zionism gave rise to several
organizations in Eastern Europe that aimed to mobilize and educate the Jewish masses
and prepare them to lead the creation of a new Jewish national society on socialist
foundations in Palestine. These included the Zionist Workers” Movement, Poalei Tsion,
and the Jewish National Workers Farband, all of which I will collectively refer to as
Labor Zionism.!

Several of the attendees at the 1908 meeting in downtown Los Angeles were
veterans of what they described as the “national-radical bevequng” (national-radical
movement) and had been involved with Labor Zionist organizations before coming to
Los Angeles. These included Aaron Shapiro and his brother, Chaim, the youngest in
attendance at the meeting who delivered the stirring oration at the end. The Shapiro
brothers’ father was a merchant in Kharkov (in present day Ukraine) and both boys
attended both cheder (religious school) and Russian gymnasium and were fluent in
Russian, Hebrew and Yiddish. But when Aaron turned eighteen, he was rejected from
the local university because of the quotas imposed after Alexander II's assassination.
Instead, he joined the revolutionary movement, and along with his younger brother
Chaim helped to form a branch of the Workers’ Zionist Organization in Kharkov. When

rumors spread of an impending pogrom in Kharkov, the brothers, age eighteen and

18 Syrkin, “The Jewish Problem and the Socialist State,” 27-28.

19 For more, see Yosef Gorny, Converging Alternatives, esp. Chapter Two, “Between Eretz Israel and the
Diaspora,” 49-83.
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tifteen respectively, organized a self-defense brigade, their father insisting that Aaron
carry a gun for his protection.?? Aaron was soon arrested for his revolutionary activities
and fled to New York where he worked at a newspaper stand and joined a branch of
Poalei Tsion. Chaim remained in Kharkov, continuing his agitation and activism until
he was arrested for his involvement in a strike at the local “soda-plant” during the
height of the 1905 Revolution, known as the “Gelfrich Protests.” After serving six
months in Odtiker Prison, Chaim followed his brother to New York where they split a
paper route so that both could continue their education. Chaim joined a socialist-
territorialist workers” organization and became an admirer of David Pinkski, a leading
intellectual of the Labor Zionist movement in New York whose work Chaim chose to
read at the meeting in Los Angeles in 1908. Aaron headed west first, following a young
woman he had fallen in love with, and set up a small store downtown and Chaim
followed within months.?! Both brothers would subsequently attend law school at the

University of Southern California.

20 See “Hollywood Blacklist: Interview of Paul Jarrico,” Center for Oral History Research, interviewed by
Larry Ceplair, July 29th, 1988, tape 1, side 1. See also Rogers, Bonnie, “The Founders,” Roots-Key, 24.

21 From Rose Nevodovska, “Chaim Shapiro - The Fellow-Traveller of the Yiddish Yishev,” in Chaim
Shapiro: Fifty Years of His Life, 13.
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Chaim Shapiro upon his release from Odtiker
Prison, 1905. Courtesy of Bonnie Rogers.

2 S VISIT PORTRAIT o ot

e

Although the Shapiro brothers and their fellow Labor Zionists differed from the
Bundists in their beliefs about nationalism and the necessity of a Jewish state, they also
shared some important and overlapping ideological principles. Both groups of activists
believed that by cultivating national self-consciousness among Jews in all of the
multiethnic states in which they lived, they could ensure the freedom and self-
determination of the Jewish community. As socialists, they also believed that ensuring
such freedom demanded a fundamental reordering of society, both within the Jewish
community and without, a complete economic, cultural and social transformation of the
capitalist order that would be led by the Jewish working-class. Both groups believed
that culture played a vital role in that transformation, and sought to forge a new,
modern, secular Jewish national culture based in Yiddish language and Eastern

European folk traditions, what they regarded as the authentic culture of the Jewish

56



people. They believed that yidishe kultur could serve as a vehicle for molding and
mobilizing the Jewish “folks masses” to bring about revolutionary change and for
fostering socialist Jewish nationalism. The ideological differences between them were
significant, and over time would become increasingly contentious, but together, the
Shapiro brothers and their fellow Labor Zionists along with Levitt, Karl, Kahn and the
other Bundists comprised a cohort of Eastern European Jewish immigrants whom I will
describe as Yiddish socialists.??

These young men who settled in Los Angeles in the first decade of the twentieth
century brought this ideological “baggage” with them, and, beginning with their
meeting in 1908, devoted their lives to building a rich Yiddish cultural life that would
promote both national self-consciousness and class-consciousness among the Jewish
“folks masses” in their new home. But in Los Angeles, they encountered a
fundamentally different world than the one they had left behind. In Europe they had
been an intensely marginalized, disenfranchised national minority population living in
a highly multiethnic empire, under near constant threat of imprisonment, displacement
or death. In Los Angeles, they encountered a markedly different socioeconomic and
political hierarchy that placed a premium on race and confused their understanding of
their ethnic and class-based identities. The next section explores the world they
encountered when they came west to Los Angeles in the first decade of the twentieth

century.

22 Tony Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts; Daniel Katz, Yiddish Socialists, Garment Workers, and the Labor Roots
of Multiculturalism (New York: New York University Press, 2011), 5.
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Jewish Life in “The Southland by the Sea”

“I came from the cold of Newark to warm sunny Los Angeles. It [was] quite a contrast.”
Julius Levitt, 1934.23

The first thing that the Yiddish socialists noticed when they arrived in Los
Angeles was that the Jewish population of the city was significantly smaller than those
of the industrial cities of the East Coast and Midwest in the same period. Although
Jewish settlement in the city began as early as California’s statehood, the Jewish
population had only reached 2,500 by the turn of the century and remained under
20,000 until 1920. Almost eighty percent of these Jewish residents were of Northern and
Western European descent, and only a few thousand had come to Los Angeles from
Eastern Europe.?* By contrast, the population of Jewish immigrants living in the Lower
East Side of Manhattan alone had risen to around 540,000 by 1910. Abraham Maggid
wrote of his first days in L.A., “We had many palm trees then, but only a few Jews....”?5

The Eastern Europeans’ arrival was preceded by another generation of Jewish
immigrants who had come to Los Angeles in the mid-19th century, primarily from
Germany and France, and helped to build the city during its transition from Mexican to
American rule. These men had found great financial success in Los Angeles: Isaias W.

Hellman founded the city’s first bank (the Farmers and Merchants Bank), and

23 Levitt’s comment appears in 25%-Yoriker Yubilem A. R. Brentshes in Suthern Kalifornie, Martsh 237, 1934
(Souvenir Booklet from the 25t Anniversary Jubilee of the Arbiter Ring in Southern California, March 237, 1934).
Los Angeles: Pasifik Cooperative Press, 1934. The Section Title “Southland by the Sea” comes from a
poem titled “Los Angeles” written by Ben Ein in 1915, published in Di Yiddishe Presse, July 19th, 1935.

24 Wendy Elliott-Scheinberg, “Boyle Heights: Jewish Ambiance in a Multicultural Neighborhood,” PhD
Thesis, Claremont Graduate University, 2001, 102.

%5 A. Maggid in “Chaim Shapiro: Fifty Years of His Life,” 33.
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merchants like Harris Newmark, Solomon Lazard, Maurice Kramer, Jacob Baruch and
Herman Haas created large wholesale enterprises.?® They had accumulated massive
real estate holdings, which they sold and subdivided into residential districts and towns
throughout Southern California. They served as members of the Los Angeles City
Council from its founding in 1850, and provided finances to develop its streetcar system
and its first power and water lines. They also founded the city’s first synagogue, its first
fraternal organization, and its first charitable organizations beginning with the Hebrew
Benevolent Society in 1854, which worked to ensure that all of the city’s Jewish
residents received a proper Jewish burial.

Although they had built the beginnings of organized Jewish life in the city, these
“prosperous and acculturated” Jews had been fully integrated into the city’s Anglo
elite.?” They lived in affluent neighborhoods north and west of downtown and joined
prestigious social clubs and businessmen’s organizations, including the Chamber of
Commerce and the Merchant and Manufacturers” Association and the Oddfellows and
the All-Year Club. In an effort to grow the state’s population and economy, these
organizations used their funds to promote a fantasy-laden image of the city and the
region as a modern Garden of Eden, a haven of health and homeownership free of the
overcrowded, disease-ridden slums, labor unrest and racial conflict that plagued the

industrial urban capitals of the east. They also used their social and political capital to

26 See Karen Wilson, “On The Cosmopolitan Frontier: Jews and Social Networks in Nineteenth Century
Los Angeles,” PhD Dissertation, UCLA Department of History, 2011, and Frances Dinkelspiel, Towers of
Gold: How One Jewish Immigrant Names Isaias Hellman Invented California (New York: St. Martins’ Press,
2008).

27 According to Vorspan and Gartner, “More prosperous and acculturated Jews settled westward in such
areas as Wilshire, West Adams and Hollywood.” See Max Vorspan and Lloyd P. Gartner, History of the
Jews of Los Angeles, (San Marino: Huntington Library, 1970), 118.
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enforce the city’s pro-business reputation, helping to pass a harsh anti-picketing
ordinance in 1909 and working closely with the Los Angeles Police Department to
monitor and suppress labor activism in the city. Jewish immigrants of this previous
generation, as well as their descendants, served in leadership roles in these powerful
business organizations and participated in their promotional campaigns. They became
part of a small but powerful white elite that exerted tremendous influence on the city’s
development, its economy and its culture.

These more established Jewish residents regarded the Eastern European
immigrants who came to the city at the turn of the twentieth century with suspicion,
and in some cases, disdain. Articles in the city’s largest Jewish newspaper, The B nai
B’rith Messenger, expressed embarrassment over their “exotic attire” and concern that
“immense hoards of Jewish immigrants” would flood the city and overwhelm local
charities.?? They were particularly troubled by the large numbers of health seekers
flocking to the city, including those suffering from tuberculosis and other chronic lung
diseases who had come west seeking relief. The city’s boosters, some of whom suffered
from tuberculosis themselves, promoted the dry, warm local climate’s curative
potential, showcasing Southern California as “Nature’s Great Sanatorium.”?® By some

estimates, twenty-five percent of those who settled in Los Angeles around the turn of

28 Vorspan and Gartner, History of the Jews of Los Angeles, 112-113.

2 The tagline, “Nature’s Great Sanatorium” was given to Southern California as a whole by .M. Holt, the
Secretary of the Immigration Association of San Bernardino County. As Emily K. Abel noted in her study,
Tuberculosis and the Politics of Exclusion, Charles D. Willard, the secretary of the Chamber of Commerce,
suffered from tuberculosis his entire life and eventually died form the disease, as did his successor Frank
Wiggins, who had “arrived in Southern California in 1886 so sick with consumption he left the train on a
stretcher.” See Tuberculosis and the Politics of Exclusion: A History of Public Health and Migration to Los
Angeles (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2007), 1-8.
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the twentieth century came seeking to cure their own illness or those of their loved
ones, including Peter Kahn and Aaron Shapiro and a significant portion of the new
Eastern European Jewish arrivals.3? The more established Jewish residents viewed this
growing population with concern, warning that the city might be “overrun with people
who have come from all parts of the world in quest of health, with little health and little
means.”3! They expressed similar anxieties about the 2,200-2,300 Jewish immigrants
sent to Los Angeles by the Industrial Removal Office (IRO), an organization based in
New York that sought to relieve congestion in eastern cities by relocating Jewish
immigrants to other parts of the country. The local coordinators of the program voiced
concern about the immigrants being sent to Los Angeles, often requesting that the IRO
stop sending certain types of immigrants they deemed “undesirable.”32 While they
built charitable organizations to support these new arrivals, all of which became part of
the Jewish Social Service Bureau (JSSB), they often refused to administer aid to those

who they did not believe were sufficiently healthy or hardworking, sometimes buying

30 See John E. Baur, The Healthseekers of Southern California, 1870-1900 (San Marino, CA: Huntington
Library, 1959), and Sheila Rothman, Living in the Shadow of Death: Tuberculosis and the Social Experience of
Illness in American History (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 132. For details on Kahn, see Bonnie Rogers,
“The Founders: The Story of the City of Hope,” Roots-Key, 23. Aaron Shapiro’s son, Paul Jarrico (nee Israel
Shapiro) described that his father came west after falling in love with Jennie Kraus, whose husband,
Edward, and her two young children, suffered from tuberculosis. See “Hollywood Blacklist: Paul Jarrico”
UCLA Center for Oral History Tape 1, Side 1, July 29th, 1988.

31 The first article appeared in 1900, the second in 1902, both cited in Emily K. Abel book, Tuberculosis and
the Politics of Exclusion, 36-37.

32 Vorspan and Garnter, History of the Jews of Los Angeles, 111-112. According to Benjamin Louis Cohen’s
study of the JSSB, the organization repeatedly refused tailors and other types of workers who they did
not believe were suited for Los Angeles” economy. See Constancy and Change in the Jewish Family Agency of
Los Angeles: 1854-1970, PhD Dissertation, University of Southern California, 1972, 17-19.
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those deemed “unfit” to receive aid train tickets to send them back to New York.33
While the JSSB should be recognized for their efforts, its leaders, like the rest of the
city’s established Jewish residents, worried that the new arrivals would drain Jewish
community resources and threaten their status among the city’s Anglo elite; thus they
were sometimes unwilling or unable to provide support to the city’s new arrivals.

To the Yiddish socialists, these Jewish elites represented everything they had
spent their lives fighting against: they were highly assimilated super-capitalists who
had, as Julius Levitt described, “snobbishly erected a partition between themselves and
their brethren in need.”3* They had, as Nachman Syrkin cautioned, become part of “the
order whose victims they are” - their efforts to promote the city and increase their
profits had served to attract the very immigrants they were reluctant to help and their
efforts to suppress the labor movement perpetuated the capitalist exploitation of the
city’s workers. And by immersing themselves in the social and cultural world of their
Anglo business partners, instead of building their own authentically Jewish cultural life,
they had committed the type of “national suicide” described by Simon Dubnow.

This mutual distaste for the Jewish elites and the community life they had
created helped to motivate the Yiddish socialists’ first meeting together in 1908. Each

came to the city hoping to join the movements they had been dedicated to since they

3 According to Benjamin Louis Cohen, applicants had to demonstrate what he described as a “Protestant
work ethic”; one woman, for example, was refused because “she could secure employment if would exert
herself,” Constancy and Change in the Jewish Family Agency of Los Angeles, 17-19. According to Jack
Glazier’s work on the Industrial Removal Office, it was common practice for local social service
organizations across the country to purchase train tickets home for immigrants sent by the Industrial
Removal Office they felt were undesirable. See Jack Glazier, Dispersing the Ghetto: The Relocation of Jewish
Immigrants Across America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), 170-177.

3¢ In his biography of Pinches Karl, Julius Levitt described the “sharp” criticisms of the Jewish elites
offered by Karl and his fellow Bundists, Pinches Karl: Seventy Years of Life and Labor, 69-75.
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were teenagers, but had difficulty finding like-minded Jews to work with. I. Sh.
Neumov, a Labor Zionist who came to Los Angeles in 1907, described the effect that the
small size of the population had on the meeting in 1908:

“Between the few mentshn found themselves: diaspora-nationalists of the Bundist type,
National-minded anarchists and Poalei Tsion. All of the familiar groupings but not any
one could create a separate organization. They all lacked a minyan [quorum of ten
males], even a half a minyan was hard to bring together. The hour required a “united
front”... not called forth by a directive and the pressure of a particular party, it was
voluntary and ideal... [a product of] their own desires, the encouragement of the
freedom-loving young lads of the Yiddish national socialist-mindset, the healthy instinct
of self-defense.”35

While the Yiddish socialists may have come to Los Angeles with the intention of
developing independent organizations to represent their distinct ideologies as they had
in their previous homes, because the Yiddish-speaking population was so small, the
Bundists, the Labor Zionists and the other revolutionaries who settled in Los Angeles
collaborated in their early efforts. They formed the “National-Radical Club” and vowed
to work together to build an alternative form of Jewish community life to that offered
by the city’s Jewish elites.

Their earliest efforts focused on creating means through which impoverished
Jews could uplift themselves through mutual aid and cooperative self-help instead of
depending on the charity of local synagogues and the Jewish Social Service Bureau. Just
months after their initial meeting, Aaron Shapiro, Abraham Maggid and others worked
to secure a charter for the first branch of the Arbeter Ring (Workmen’s Circle) in Los
Angeles, branch 248, to provide proper Jewish burials when members passed away,

death benefits to their families, and sick-man’s benefits when they fell ill and couldn’t

% I. Sh. Neumov, “The Blessings of Concentration” in Chaim Shapiro: Fifty Years of his Life, 37-38.
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work.3¢ They also worked together to mobilize the first trade union organizing among
Los Angeles’ Jewish workers, which began in 1909 when a handful of “Ladies’ Tailors”
who were members of the Arbeter Ring formed their own Tailor’s Union.3” The Tailor’s
union subsequently organized a similar union for cloakmakers, and in 1910 the two
groups banded together and filed a charter with the International Ladies Garment
Workers” Union (ILGWU) as Local 52.38 Jewish craftsmen in the building trades also
formed unions in the 1910s, including Jewish branches of the Carpenters” Union (Local
1976) and the Painters” Union (Local 1348) and affiliated themselves with the Los
Angeles’ Central Labor Council.

The Yiddish socialists who had attended the initial meeting in 1908 also became
the charter members of a Yiddish-language branch of the Socialist Party, one of several
foreign language branches organized as part of the campaign to elect socialist Job
Harriman as mayor in 1911.3° When his election failed, Harriman and a group of his
most devoted supporters left Los Angeles to form a utopian socialist colony in Llano,

California, and the local socialist movement was left in shambles. The Jewish branch of

3 Initial attempts to organize an Arbeter Ring branch in Los Angeles had been made in 1905 and 1906,
both having been rejected by the Arbeter Ring national offices in New York. As Julius Levitt described, it
was only when a group of New Yorkers arrived who had already “long been members” and developed
ties to the New York office, particularly David Lubin and H. Citrin, that the branch in LA received its
own charter. See Souvenir Booklet from the 25" Anniversary Jubilee of the Arbiter Ring, 12.

37 Julius Levitt recalled the history of the “Ladies Tailors” in Souvenir Booklet from the 25" Anniversary
Jubilee of the Arbiter Ring in Los Angeles, March 23, 1934, 12.

3 A branch of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) had emerged in 1907, but
lasted only 3 months due to a lack of organization and membership. See John Laslett and Mary Tyler, The
ILGWU in Los Angeles, 1907-1988 (Inglewood, CA: Ten Stars Press, 1989), 15.

3 The campaign also produced branches for Mexicans, Germans, Italians, Hungarians and Scandinavians.

See Paul Greenstein, Nigey Lennon and Lionel Rolfe, Bread and Hyancinths: The Rise and Fall of Utopian Los
Angeles (Los Angeles; California Classic Books, 1992), 63, 68.
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the Party survived by capitalizing on personal relationships formed in their years in the
east and joining the Jewish Socialist Federation (JSF) in New York.4® Those committed
to wedding their Jewish nationalism to the socialist movement had formed the JSF in
1912, carving themselves an autonomous Yiddish space in the American Socialist Party.
The primary medium through which the JSF propagated yidishe kultur was its
publication, Forverts (The Jewish Daily Forward), which was distributed in Los Angeles
by the local branch of the JSF. Julius Levitt, who had worked for the Forverts offices in
New York, helped to sign up new subscribers and expand the paper’s distribution in
Southern California, and became an official correspondent and manager of the Forverts
office in Los Angeles.

While initially the Yiddish socialists based their organizations downtown, in the
1910s they increasingly shifted their efforts and their organizations to Boyle Heights, a
residential neighborhood east of the Los Angeles River southeast of downtown. At the
time of the initial meeting, the neighborhood was home to just a handful of Yiddish
socialist families, including those of Abraham Maggid and Dr. Leo Blass, but by the
1910s was “rapidly settling up” as the area’s large landowners, including Isaias W.
Hellman, began subdividing their estates, ranches and orange groves into planned

housing developments and selling them off as unimproved lots.#! The city built a series

40 In his retrospective account of the earliest days of the Arbiter Ring, “The Founding of the First Branch,”
E. L. Neishtein’s recalled that it wasn’t until the arrival of Sam Raskin, Aaron Shapiro, and the Alpert
brothers who had prior experiences the New York’s offices that the socialist movement got off the
ground. See E. L. Neishtein, “The Founding of the First Branch” in Souvenir Booklet from the 25
Anniversary Jubilee of the Arbiter Ring, 4.

41 Wendy Elliott Scheinberg, “Boyle Heights: Jewish Ambiance in a Multicultural Neighborhood,” PhD
diss., Claremont Graduate University, 2001, 96.
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of bridges over the river in the 1880s as well as a series of streetcar lines constructed at
Brooklyn Avenue, 1% street, 4 street, and 7t street, providing easy access to
downtown. The neighborhood offered a variety of affordable housing options: in “the
hills,” there were large lots available for purchase between $1000 to $1500 homes for
rent for $35 to $40 per month, and “the flats” offered cheaper lots for $600 to $800 and
smaller homes for rent under $10 a month. Over eighty-percent of these residences were
single-family homes, and because they were offered at a variety of prices, the area
became an appealing place to live for wage earners and professionals alike.? The
growth of the area’s Jewish population accelerated after two institutions moved to the
neighborhood: in 1910, the Hebrew Benevolent Society built a small hospital for victims
of tuberculosis, Kaspare Cohn Hospital, which gave the neighborhood a reputation for
healthfulness and attracted tuberculars seeking to cure their ills; and in 1913, the city’s
largest Orthodox synagogue, Congregation Talmud Torah, moved to Breed Street in
Boyle Heights, encouraging many of the city’s religiously observant Jews to relocate to
the area.#3 As these two institutions grew, Boyle Heights increasingly became home to
the Jewish “folks masses” the Yiddish socialists sought to organize, and they refocused

their efforts there.

42 Cloyd Gustafson, “An Ecological Survey of the Hollenbeck Area,” Masters Thesis, University of
Southern California, 1940, 104.

43 ] base this claim on Sheila Rothman’s study of the Saranac Lake Sanatorium in her book Living in the
Shadow of Death. In her chapter “In the Shadow of the Sanatorium,” she shows that tuberculars often
travelled to famous sanatoriums in the hopes that they might be admitted and when they were refused,
simply chose to live in tents and shacks in the close vicinity, hoping that the curative effects of the climate
there would be enough to heal their disease, 211-225. When Cloyd Gustafson surveyed the neighborhood
in 1940, he asserted that a single real estate promoter named Heinemann had “made Boyle Heights
Jewish” by advertising its healthful climate to Jews in New York, “Ecological Survey,” 44-45. It seems
likely that some combination of real estate promoters and the presence of Kaspare Cohn hospital gave the
neighborhood a reputation among sufferers of the “white plague.”
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Boyle Heights was also one of only a few neighborhoods in Los Angeles that was
not governed by a restrictive residential covenant, and therefore attracted a diverse
group of residents, including large numbers of Mexican and Mexican-Americans,
Japanese immigrants, Russian Molokans (a Christian sect), Armenians, and African
Americans.** Many of the city’s developers and industry leaders embraced the racist
ideals of the eugenics movement, and sought to make the region the “white spot of
America,” a haven for white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants. They envisioned Los Angeles as
an antidote to the degenerative effects of urbanization on the Anglo Saxon race, and
sought to build neighborhoods that combined the virtues of rural life with the
conveniences of modern urban living.#> These subdivisions enforced strict racial
segregation, barring non-whites, and in some cases Jews, from renting or owning
property in the area. Racist attitudes towards California’s Asian immigrants motivated
the state legislature to codify these discriminatory practices into law by passing a series
of Alien Land Laws between 1913 and 1923 that barred non-citizen aliens from owning
property in the State. As a result of this combination of private and public policy, the
vast majority of Los Angeles’ neighborhoods, and most of the city’s schools, restaurants,
theaters and public spaces were highly segregated white spaces, including those where
the Jewish immigrants of the previous generation lived. Boyle Heights, by contrast, was

home to “a dozen or more nationalities” with a concentration of Armenian immigrants

44 Commission on Immigration and Housing of California, “A Community Survey Made in Los Angeles
City” (San Francisco, 1924). In her dissertation, “Boyle Heights: Jewish Ambiance in A Multicultural
Neighborhood,” Wendy Elliott-Scheinberg estimated that by 1920, Russian-born Jews comprised 14 % of
the area’s residents, the neighborhood’s largest foreign-born population, 112.

4 Garcia, Matt, A World of Its Own: Race, Labor and Citrus in the Making of Greater Los Angeles, 1900-1970,
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 30-35.

67



in the “flats” around Second Street, a “Japanese colony” on the western part of East
First street towards downtown, and large numbers of Mexicans and some African
Americans on the east side near the adjoining subdivision of Belvedere.*¢ The
neighborhood’s central business district in the area around Brooklyn Avenue and East
First Street was home to a multiethnic group of business owners and both its schools
and its public spaces open to all of the area’s diverse residents.

Each of these other communities brought with them their own unique religious
traditions, languages and customs, and like the neighborhood’s Jewish residents,
sought to retain their cultures in their new American homes. They also held their own
radical and nationalist ideals, having fled social unrest, and in some cases violent
persecution, in their home countries like their Jewish neighbors. Boyle Heights’
Armenian residents were part of a Christian minority living under Ottoman rule that
had been subject to waves of state sanctioned violence and systematic massacres now
referred to as the Armenian Genocide. The area’s Russian Molokans had, like Jews,
been persecuted minorities under the Russian Imperial authorities because of their
unwillingness to conform to the Russian Orthodox Church. And many of the area’s
Mexican residents had been displaced by President Porfirio Diaz’ campaign to
modernize the Mexican economy, some having been involved in resistance movements
that eventually led to the Mexican Revolution of 1910. Indeed, Los Angeles became the
epicenter of the Partido Liberal Mexicano, an anarcho-syndicalist revolutionary

movement led by expatriates Ricardo, Enrique and Jesus Magon who moved to the city

46 Commission on Immigration and Housing of California, “A Community Survey Made in Los Angeles
City,” 14-15.
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in 1904.47 The Yiddish socialists saw in Boyle Heights an opportunity to build their
own, distinct ethnic community in a multiethnic context and exist as a “nation among
nations” as Dubnow envisioned.

But outside of Boyle Heights, these various “nations” occupied different
positions in Los Angeles” highly stratified socio-economic hierarchy because of the
significant racial discrimination that prevailed among the city’s employers. As
historian Mike Davis has shown, many of the city’s business leaders held similar
attitudes to those of the city’s developers and sought to maintain Anglo-Saxon
hegemony in the workforce. Most employed exclusively “efficient” Anglo workers in
skilled manufacturing jobs and “obedient” Mexicans, Asians and African-Americans in
lower skilled, lower paying jobs, creating a racially segmented, dual labor market in the
city.*8 While Northern European and American-born craftsmen dominated the city’s
building trades, the city’s non-white minorities were employed primarily in agriculture
and food processing, as domestic workers or unskilled laborers earning abysmally low
wages, some less than two dollars per day.*® This dual labor system also involved

ruthless anti-union tactics, extensive blacklists, and other efforts to prevent the “un-

47 For more on the Magonistas, see George Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and
Identity in Chicago Los Angeles, 1900-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1933); Douglas Monroy,
Rebirth: Mexican Los Angeles from the Great Migration to the Great Depression (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1999); and John Laslett, Sunshine Was Never Enough: Los Angeles Workers, 1880-2010,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012).

48 Mike Davis, “Sunshine and the Open Shop: Ford and Darwin in 1920s Los Angeles,” in Metropolis in the
Making: Los Angeles in the 1920s, ed. Thomas Sitton and Bill Deverell (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1999): 118.

49 See Frances Noel's testimony to the Commission on Industrial Relations of the United States Congress
during their investigation of the “Open Shop Controversy in Los Angeles” in 1914 in “Final Report and
Testimony Submitted to the Congress by the Commission on Industrial Relations,” 64th Congress, 1st
Session, Doc. No. 415, vol. 4 (1916), 5729.
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American types of foreigner which infests and largely controls Eastern cities” from
taking over in Los Angeles that likely resulted in the discrimination of Eastern
European Jews as well.5% But because of the craft skills and English language fluency
they brought with them to Los Angeles, and likely their skin color, most of the city’s
Jewish workers found jobs in high skilled trades and joined the “aristocracy of the
manual laboring class.”?* These economic disparities among the neighborhood’s
residents grew over time, and as we shall see, complicated the efforts of the Yiddish
socialists.

By relocating their efforts in Boyle Heights, the Yiddish socialists positioned
themselves among these “nations” of exploited workers and signified their solidarity
with the rest of the city’s multiethnic working-class. Rather than assimilating into the
white mainstream as the Jewish immigrants who came before them had, they chose to
base their efforts among the city’s multiethnic proletariat and the Jewish “folks masses”
in the neighborhood. The area’s affordable real estate provided the opportunity to
create physical spaces to house their organizations and to expand them: the Arbeter Ring
purchased a home on Evergreen Avenue as its headquarters, and the Labor Zionists of

the National Radical Club, which by 1912 grew into a branch of Poalei Tsion, bought a

50 The quotation is from Charles Lummis, who proudly boasted that such “un-American types” were
“almost unknown” in Los Angeles, appears in Mike Davis, “Sunshine and the Open Shop,” 116-117.

51 The phrase was used by the California Commission on Immigration and Housing to differentiate
between the various types of workers in the city, describing those in this “aristocracy” as “skilled
workmen (mechanicians, electricians, shoemakers, tailors, carpenters, cooks, bakers, painters, etc.)” as
compared with the “lowest group of day laborers... the diggers and delvers who have nothing to offer
but their bodily strength.” See “A Community Survey Made in Los Angeles City,” 56.
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building on Soto street to serve as the center of the Labor Zionist movement.>? In
describing their early days of organizing in the neighborhood, the Yiddish socialists
consistently referred to Boyle Heights as a yishev, the Yiddish word for colony or
settlement. There, they could forge an ethnic, working-class identity in a multiethnic
context and realize their socialist Jewish nationalism. By building Yiddish public

culture, they could make their yishev “a branch of Yiddish life of the entire world.”53

Boyle Heights Yiddishkayt: Orange Blossoms and Organizing

While their initial efforts had focused on forming mutual-aid organizations and
unions for Jewish workers, the Yiddish socialists” efforts in Boyle Heights expanded to
include a plethora of Yiddish-based cultural and educational activities, each designed to
mobilize and mold the Jewish “folks masses” in the neighborhood. Both the Arbeter
Ring and Poalei Tsion offered adult educational class and hosted public lectures, the first
of which was given by eminent Bundist scholar Baruch Charney Vladeck in 1911, and
was attended by over two hundred neighborhood residents.>* These lectures aimed to
educate local workers and to expose them to new ideas, particularly the revolutionary
principles of socialism. They often featured visitors from abroad who offered personal
updates on activities in Europe unavailable in local newspapers or labor leaders from

the east coast who shared strategies and organizing tactics. Not all speakers were

52 Details on the formation of Poalei Tsion come from Zunland, 89.

53 Phrasing used by Rose Nevodovska in her essay “Chaim Shapiro - The Fellow-Traveller (Accompanier)
of the Yiddish Yishev” in Chaim Shapiro: Fifty Years of His Life, 13. Several other essays in the Souvenir
Booklet, including those by A. Maggid, and 1. Sh. Neumov refer to Boyle Heights as a yishev.

54 Zunland, 84.
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visitors: Chaim Shapiro quickly developed a reputation as a forceful orator, “preacher”
and “people’s propagandist,” and became the most popular local lecturer.5> As he had
at the initial meeting in 1908, Shapiro and the other speakers helped to spread
awareness of the plight of the Jews in Europe, particularly during the tumultuous years
of World War One, and to foster Jewish national self-consciousness among the
neighborhood’s residents.

These cultural activities became important parts of social life for the Yiddish-
speaking Jews in Boyle Heights. They formed reading groups and cultural clubs,
gathering at each other’s homes to perform plays together and discuss literature, poetry
and the politics of the day. Local Yiddish writers formed literary salons to share their
work, beginning with the “Social Literary Club” in 1908, while others read the works to
nationalist and socialist scholars and intellectuals, unpacked their ideals and debated
their merits. The reading circles provided a forum through which the Yiddishists could
ritualize their national self-consciousness and advance and develop local yidishe kultur,
elevating Yiddish in the way Zhitlowsky had described. They became physical and
social embodiments of the Yiddish socialists” desire for cultural autonomy, a space
where both men and women could celebrate their cultural heritage while getting

acquainted with one another, and sometimes falling in love.>¢

5% “Preacher” and “people’s propaganda” are terms used by the Chairman and Secretary of the Jubilee
Committee in their “Greetings” in Chaim Shapiro: Fifty Years of His Life, 7.

5% According to Zunland’s description of the “Social Literary Club,” in the club “young folks at the same
time got acquainted with the fairer sex and in so doing established friendships, fell in love, and got
married,” 84.
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Arbeter Ring Picnic in Alhambra, 1920s. Dr. Leo Blass is seated in the center, next to the
woman with the large hat. Outings like these were an important part of social life for the
Yiddish socialists of Boyle Heights. Photo courtesy of Zunland (1925).

The reading circles and cultural clubs were particularly popular among women,
many of whom were denied access to formal education in the traditional Orthodox
communities in which they were raised. The clubs provided an education, exposure to
new ideas and new opportunities for political and intellectual engagement. They served
as forums for women to express themselves in the language in which they felt most
comfortable and, for non-working women, provided social outlets away from the home.
In 1911, a group of young women spearheaded the creation of a “Progressive Musical
and Dramatic Union,” performing classic works of Yiddish drama, including plays by
Jacob Gordin, Sholem Asch, and Peretz Hirschbein.5” They formed a Progressive

Mandolin Orchestra and a Peoples Chorus, both of which were loosely affiliated with

57Zunland specifically hailed performances of Peretz Hirschbein’s “Di Neveyle” (“The Carcass”) and Ossip
Dimov’s “Sh’ma Yisroel” (“Hear O Israel”), Zunland, 108.
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the Arbeter Ring, and provided entertainment at their fundraisers and celebrations.
Women in Boyle Heights also organized groups centered on their shared domestic
responsibilities, including knitting circles, “the East Side Mothers Club,” and the Jewish
Consumers League, a cooperative buying club founded by women affiliated with the
Socialist Party. The efforts to build local Yiddish culture created opportunities for
women to build their own institutions, to express their ideals, and to play prominent
roles in public life.58

The cultural organizations also created an audience for a homegrown Yiddish-
language press, which the Yiddish socialists built in Boyle Heights. While the Arbeter
Ring and the Socialist Party funded the distribution of the Forverts, relying on the New
York-based publication as an organ for their organizing efforts was difficult. One writer
complained, “New York is so far away, and publishes its newspapers first for itself, and
if something is sometimes written about Los Angeles, it takes a week before one
manages to see it in print.”% Attempts to establish a local Yiddish-language press
began in 1912 when Dr. Ezekiel Vortsman, a wealthy Zionist journalist from the
Poldosk province in Russia, called on local writers and intellectuals to invest in his
“Corporation” and support his new newspaper, the Kalifornie Idisher Shtime (California
Jewish Voice). But after the outbreak of World War One, Vortsman left Los Angeles and
the paper lost its connections to the local Yiddish literary community and its financial

base. Two subsequent attempts were made to create local weeklies that could serve as a

58 For more see Mary McCune, “Creating a Place for Women in a Socialist Brotherhood: Class and Gender
Politics in the Workmen's Circle, 1892-1930,” Feminist Studies, vol. 28, no. 3 (Autumn, 2002): 585-610.

59 Zunland, 96.
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forum for Yiddish socialist activity, including Der Progrese (Progress) in 1915 and Der
Tsayt (The Time) in 1918, but both faced financial obstacles and quickly folded.®

Frustrated, a handful of local Yiddish community activists, including Peter Kahn,
Julius Levitt, Aaron and Chaim Shapiro, and writer Israel Friedland, decided to
reorganize their efforts to build a Yiddish press around the principles of mutual aid and
cooperative self-help. They established the Pacific Cooperative Press, a small printing
house on Brooklyn Avenue in Boyle Heights, selling shares in the press so that both
individuals and organizations could have a stake in the operation. In 1920, they began
publishing a new weekly newspaper, Der Pasifik Folks-Zeitung (Pacific People’s
Newspaper). Socialist Party member Jacob Ginsburg was the first editor of the weekly
and the first manager of the printing shop, which was run under strict union conditions.
The Folks-Zeitung provided an important cultural resource for the burgeoning social and
organizational activities developing in the city, and a shared cultural outlet for local
proponents of yidishe kultur.

The Cooperative Press also became an important engine of the local literary
scene as several local writers, including Henry Rosenblatt, Israel Friedland, Shia Miller,
and H. Goldovsky, began using the Press to publish their work. Some wrote memoirs of
their experiences in Europe, but many also wrote about the contrast between Southern

California and their previous homes in both America and Europe, highlighting the

60 Details on the origins of the Yiddish press in Los Angeles come from Zunland, 93-96. The first issue of
Der Progress was published March, 19th, 1915. Zunland also details the history of another small publication
that emerged in 1918 under the leadership of Abe Rabinovitsh called Der Tsayt (the Time), which attracted
the involvement of Raskin, Kohn, Shapiro, Blass and other community organizers. As Zunland describes,
however, Rabinovitch and Der Tsayt got caught up in the battles surrounding the administration of the
Sanatorium and alienated its supporters that will be described later in this Chapter. Zunland described in
1925 that Der Tsayt “neither lives nor dies,” 94.
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area’s awe-inspiring landscape.®! The reverence for the natural beauty of Southern
California could be seen in the titles of their poems and books, including Unter Got’s
Himlen (Under God'’s Sky), Preyri-Land (Prairie Land), and Kveytlach (Little Blossoms).52
They formed a local literary salon they called Meyrev (IWest), whose members helped to
publish journals they named Zunland (Sunland) and Pasifik (Pacific). But in addition to
exalting in Los Angeles” beauty, the work of local Yiddish writers also articulated the
homesickness that many poets felt in their new homes. An excerpt from one of Joseph

Katzenogy’s poems in Kveytlach gives a glimpse of the literary styles that emerged:

“Far-

From the narrow New York streets, Chicago clouds, Pittsburgh smoke -

Los Angeles!

You are intoxicated by the smell of orange blossoms, blinded by the
towering mountains, refreshed by the straight proud palms.

Worn out.

They have built for themselves bright, sunny little cottages, decorated
With greens, and they stroll calmly. Contented.

The light white night falls, greater desires awake.
They live always unsatisfied.

But the streets are silent, windows - blind, doors - shut.”63

Expressing themselves in Yiddish provided both the poets and their audience a means

of making sense of their new experiences and combating the maladjustment they may

61 Among the first locally published works was A. Kimelfeld's pamphlet, “My Military Service in Russia:
A Daily Diary of a Jewish Soldier,” (1916) which along with sixteen other titles appears in a “Bibliography
of Yiddish books published in Los Angeles between 1916 and 1928” in Pasifik no. 1 (March, 1929).
Vorspan and Gartner have characterized the work of Los Angeles Yiddish writers as “fantasy... explicitly
stated. The writers seemed bewitched by the drastic contrast between Southern Cal