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The documents do not speak unless
someone asks them to verify, that is, to
make true, some hypothesis.

— Antoine Prost

I. The “Absence” of Prewar North American Hasidism

Hasidim are very much a presence in the large urban communities of
North American Jewry today. Numerous scholarly studies, mostly sociological
and anthropological in nature, examine the Hasidic phenomenon in North
America.> Most of these studies, however, pay scant attention to Hasidism in
North America prior to World War II, when a number of Hasidic spiritual lead-
ers of the first rank, such as Rabbi Joseph Isaac Schneersohn, the Lubavitcher
Rebbe, arrived as refugees from Europe.* Hasidic life in North America prior
to 1940 is still very much a terra incognita.’ We need to ask ourselves, “Why is
this?” It is well understood that the great eastern European Jewish migration
to North America, among other places, came from all areas of eastern Europe,
including those in which Hasidism was the dominant Judaic religious expression.
While it is clear that some Jewish emigrants from Hasidic-dominated areas had
decisively broken with the Hasidic tradition while still in Europe and others
did so after their emigration, there still remained large numbers who retained
an attachment to traditional Yiddishkeit as understood and practiced in their
hometowns. Logically, this would mean that Jews from Hasidic backgrounds
would seek to found synagogues in North America in which their Jewish experi-
ences in Europe would resonate. Yet the scholarly consensus seems to be that
the Hasidic emigrants were less successful at doing so than their non-Hasidic
contemporaries. Thus, Lloyd Gartner stated, “Hasidim emigrated to the U.S.
within the great migration of 1880-1925, where they generally formed part of
the larger body of pious immigrant Jews, while frequently forming shziblekh of
their own. They seem to have been less successful than non-Hasidic immigrant
Jews in transmitting their style of religious life to the next generation, because
apart from their zaddikim, who had remained in Europe, they apparently felt
a fatalistic impotence to perpetuate the Judaism they knew.”

This article will be, in essence, an inquiry into the validity of Gartner’s
surmise. In the last few decades, the study of eastern European immigrant
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Orthodox Judaism in North America has significantly progressed, with much of
the attention going to studies on the immigrant Orthodox rabbinate.” However,
this scholarship has not yet paid sufficient attention to the special circumstances
of the Hasidic stream of immigration. The general scholarly understanding is
that the thousands of congregations founded by Jews of the immigrant genera-
tion were overwhelmingly Orthodox in nature and that immigrant Orthodoxy
was largely transient in nature, often not sustained much beyond the immigrant
generation. This consensus will not be challenged here. However, this article
will take a closer look at the Hasidic phenomenon in North America in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Before we can begin doing so, however, we must pay some attention to
why pre-World War II Hasidic immigration to North America made such little
impression on the scholars studying North American Jewry in that era. One of
the reasons may, perhaps, stem from the fact that until recently, Hasidim, with
the partial exception of Chabad,® tended not to record their history,” whereas
those Jews who had consciously broken with Jewish Orthodoxy often under-
stood the historical nature of their endeavors and recorded them in memoirs
and narratives.'’

Many of the Jews who had consciously broken with their Judaic past also
understood themselves to be engaged in a struggle with Orthodoxy in general,
and with Hasidism in particular, for the very definition of what Yiddishkeit
would mean to the next generation. Thus, in Europe, leading figures of secular
Yiddishism, such as Yehuda Leib Peretz, tried to portray their own version of
“Hasidism,”"" and still others, such as Mendele Mokher Sforim, desired to excise
Hasidism from the landscape of the eastern European shtetl. In the words
of critic Dan Miron, “[Mendele’s] novels have almost nothing to say about
Hasidism and the Hasidic way of life, in spite of the fact that the Ukrainian shtetl
society upon which the writer focused was largely dominated by Hasidism.”"?
Furthermore, Hasidism as a movement found itself the target of the extreme
opprobrium of numerous nineteenth- and early twentieth century critics, both
Jewish and non-Jewish, for whom Hasidism symbolized all that was wrong with
eastern European Judaism.” The young historian Simon Dubnow summed
up the turn of the twentieth century scholarly view of the movement when he
wrote in the Jewish Encyclopedia:

Hasidism is so deeply grounded in Russo-Polish Judaism that it has proved
impossible to uproot it. It still has its hundreds of thousands of adherents;
and, although its development has been temporarily arrested, its vitality can
not be doubted. Started as a counterpoise to rabbinical and ritual formalism,
it still satisfies the religious requirements of the uneducated masses. In the
last two decades of the nineteenth century, owing to a general social reaction
in the life of the Russian Jews, a measure of revival was noticed in Hasidic
circles... Though not producing at present any prominent personalities in
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literature or in communal life, Hasidism nourishes itself by its stored-up
reserves of spiritual power. In the eighteenth century it was a great creative
force which brought into stagnant rabbinical Judaism a fervent stream of
religious enthusiasm. Under the influence of Hasidism the Russo-Polish Jew
became brighter at heart but darker in intellect. In the nineteenth century, in
its contact with European culture, it was more reactionary than rabbinism.
The period of stagnation which it has lately passed through must, however,
result in its gradual decay.

It is worth noting several items in Dubnow’s description, which tellingly
reflected and informed both the scholarly and the popular opinion of Hasidism
in the era we are examining;: (1) its followers are the “uneducated masses,”” (2) it
is described intellectually as “dark” and “reactionary,” (3) in its present “period
of stagnation,” it is sustained by “its stored-up reserves of spiritual power,” but
it is fated to gradually decay.

Given this evaluation, it is no surprise at all that both European and North
American observers expressed horror at the thought that Hasidism might actu-
ally come to America. Thus, when, in 1873, news arrived in Europe that a group
of Hasidim had founded a synagogue in Chicago, the Israelitische Wochenschrift
of Magdeburg carried the following:

A Polish synagogue is to be inaugurated. The detailed description lets [us]
know that we have to do with a group of Hasidim. It is to be regretted that
such scenes should be taking place in America.'¢

In North America itself, another Hasidic congregation, founded in Montreal
in 1884, elicited negative comment from an observer who expressed the fear
that “the malignant leprosy of Hasidut will spread on the soil of this land.”"”
The traditionalist-oriented 7he American Hebrew, in response to a letter to
the editor defending the conduct of a Hasidic rabbi in New York in 1893,
stated editorially,

“We should all exert the fullest influence possible to discountenance the
transplanting of this system to this country.”*

II. Methodological Considerations

As we can see from this reaction, there were eastern European Jews in
North America from the very beginnings of the mass migration who founded
congregations that contemporary Jews understood as “Hasidic.” But what does
“Hasidic” actually mean in this context? One important factor to take into con-
sideration is that the Hasidic spiritual leadership, particularly at the beginning
of the migration, tended not to emigrate. Second, this leadership also tended to
discourage its followers from emigration because they had grave doubts about
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the viability of Jewish life in the New World (though this pessimism held true
no less for the Mitnagdim than for the Hasidim)."” Thus, for these Hasidic
leaders, no less than for the detractors of Hasidism, North American Hasidic
life had no “right” to exist.

Hasidism has indeed been classically defined as a leadership-centered move-
ment. Was the Hasidic rank and file, however, merely an inert mass, taking its
entire direction from its spiritual leadership? Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern, in a
recent article, has demonstrated the importance of understanding Hasidism
from the perspective of the ordinary Hasidim, who often lived at a considerable
distance from their leadership.?® If we look primarily at the Hasidic congrega-
tions in North America and compare them to Hasidic institutions in Europe
established at a distance from the Rebbe’s court, we will perhaps arrive at a
more balanced view of North American Hasidic life.?!

What is our evidence for Hasidic life in North America during the mass
migration era? It consists largely of the congregations that the immigrants
founded and of the rabbis who attempted to provide spiritual leadership for
the emigrants. Both of these areas need to be examined with great care. With
respect to the synagogues, particularly, some scholars have almost reflexively
referred to them as “copies” of the synagogues the immigrants experienced in
their home communities.”* A typical expression of this idea is where the worship
in these synagogues has been described as “the meticulous preservation of the
traditional Orthodox service.”* More recent scholarship, however, recognizes
that there were important differences between the two.** It can be readily
conceded that the immigrants indeed attempted to “copy” the worship of their
hometowns, as long as it is understood that these “copies” were recognizably
different from the originals, if only because, as Moses Rischin points out, the
synagogues that were created in New York’s immigrant Jewish district often
functioned as “many sided landsmanschafts, uniting the features of the Old
World burial, study, and visitors-of-the-sick societies.”*

When we examine these immigrant Hasidic congregations, we find two
important factors worthy of our attention. The first is liturgy. One of the
primary distinguishing factors of the Hasidic movement, from its eighteenth
century origins, was its adoption of Nusah Sfard, a distinctive liturgy derived
from, but not identical to, that of the Sephardic Jews.?® But whereas in eastern
Europe, Hasidic congregations were most often identified by the name of the
movement or its spiritual leader, so that one referred to the “Gerrer Shtibl” of
Warsaw, in North America Hasidic synagogues often found it necessary to
identify themselves with the designation Anshe Sfard [Men of the Sfardliturgy].
Sfard in a number of variant spellings is present in a large proportion of congre-
gational names. Sometimes it is alone, as in Anshe Sfard, while at other times
it is combined with another title, such as Agudath Achim Anshe Sfard. That Anshe
Sfard occurred in the names of many North American Hasidic congregations,

56 * American Jewish Archives Journal



but not European congregations, lets us know that, in North America, a “code
word” was often thought to be necessary.

With respect to the spiritual leadership of the congregations, it is reasonably
clear that the majority of the pioneer eastern European immigrant Orthodox
rabbis in North America were Lithuanian and hence non-Hasidic.”” With
some exceptions, such as Toronto,?® rabbis from heavily Hasidic areas, such as
Congress Poland, the Ukraine, and Galicia, came to North America relatively
later. They often found difficulty in establishing themselves, particularly in the
kosher meat industry, which alone afforded the earlier, non-Hasidic immigrant
rabbis the opportunity to earn a decent living. In certain cases, the endemic
rabbinical disputes encountered in city after city in this era in North America
can be plotted according to Hasidic-Mitnagdic fault lines.”’

A final methodological note is that any survey of North American Jewish
life must include data both from New York, the largest and culturally most
important North American Jewish community then and now, and what New
Yorkers often call “out of town™: the rest of North America.

III. Hasidic Synagogues

The researcher attempting to get a handle on the synagogues of New York
in the prewar era must possess three important lists of congregations. The first
was published in the American Jewish Year Book, Volume 2 (1900-1901), which
lists community organizations, including synagogues, throughout the United
States.®” The second is the listing of congregations in the Jewish Community
Register published by the New York Kehilla in 1918.%' The third is a 1939
Works Progress Administration (WPA) survey of New York’s Jewish houses
of worship.*

For the synagogues surveyed, we generally possess the names, locations,
dates of foundation, and other significant information. This allows us to attempt
some preliminary generalizations about Hasidic/Anshe Sfard congregations in
the five boroughs from the beginning of the twentieth century to the outbreak
of World War II, understanding full well that the surveys cited were likely not
complete and contain some errors.

What becomes immediately clear is that evidence of Anshe Sfard congre-
gations is relatively small at the turn of the twentieth century and becomes
considerably larger in subsequent decades. Thus, in the American Jewish Year
Book survey, only three New York synagogues used Sfard in their names.* This
may indicate that immigration of Hasidic-oriented Jews tended to be later in
the wave of immigration and that, therefore, fewer congregations were founded
before the early twentieth century. It may also indicate the marginality of many
of the Sfard synagogues at the turn of the century, which allowed them to be
overlooked by the survey.
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The New York Kehilla survey, nearly two decades later, reveals a signifi-
cantly better showing. Of the 784 congregations listed, thirty-four, or nearly
5 percent, have Sfard as part of their names, six have Nusach Ari, and another
twenty-two advertise themselves as “Hasidic” in their names.*

In the WPA survey, some two decades later, the first thing to note is that
fully 113 synagogues in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx* had Sfzrd as
part of their name, while another sixteen advertised themselves as Nusah Ari.*
This is a significant portion of the total number of 2,033 synagogues listed,
slightly higher in percentage than the Kehilla survey. It is also clear that not every
synagogue that prayed with a Hasidic liturgy felt the need to advertise Nusah
Sfard in its name. For many, it was likely sufficient to advertise themselves by
the name of a town in which Hasidic worship predominated to give potential
worshippers the right idea.

Beyond the number of clearly Nusah Sfard congregations, it is important to
note the smaller number of synagogues on the Kehilla and the WPA lists that
clearly indicate their adherence to a particular Hasidic court. In this respect, they
could be considered similar to the European Hasidic synagogues that functioned
at a distance from the movement’s center. Hasidic groups represented in 1930s
New York included Karlin, Ger, Viznitz, Stolin, and Chabad. It is noteworthy
that these synagogues, and others named from prominent Hasidic leaders such
as Rabbi Hayyim Halberstam of Sanz, were not founded late in the immigration
period. On the contrary, the synagogue of the Karlin Hasidim was founded on
the Lower East Side as early as 1879 and apparently spawned a Karlin syna-
gogue in Brooklyn, founded in 1912. Similarly, the Stolin Hasidim founded
their synagogue in Manhattan in 1897, and a Stoliner synagogue opened in
Brooklyn in 1924. The WPA survey thus indicates that, besides the Anshe Sfard
synagogues, there were at least sixteen other synagogues whose names definitely
indicate their Hasidic nature: eight in Manhattan, six in Brooklyn, and two in
the Bronx. These synagogues, and others whose names do not allow such a close
identification, presumably maintained close relations with European spiritual
leaders through personal visits, letters, and telegrams.?”

Any survey of Jewish communities outside New York City will find Anshe
Sfard synagogues to be nearly ubiquitous. A general pattern, repeated in many
communities, is that the first eastern European congregation to be founded is
non-Hasidic, and then, as soon as the demographic growth of the immigrant
Jewish community allowed, a Sfard congregation was founded. Thus, among
larger communities in Philadelphia, the first eastern European congregation,
B’nai Avraham, was founded in October 1882 and B’nai Jacob Anshe Sfard in
1883.%% Toronto’s Mitnagdic Goel Tzedek was followed in 1887 by the “Russian”
[Ukrainian] and Galician Chevra Tehilim.?* In Boston in the 1910s, two
separate congregations were known simply as Anshe Sfard, and in the 1920s,
there were three separate congregations with different addresses and no other
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name.* In smaller communities such as Louisville, Kentucky, “A secession from
Beth Israel of some Russian members in 1881 led to the establishment of the
B’nai Jacob congregation... . The old Brith Sholom synagogue, on First Street,
near Walnut Street, has been acquired by the Anshei Sfard, most of whom are
South-Russians, worshiping after the ritual of the Hasidim.™!

It was clearly understood that the Anshe Sfard congregation was “worshiping
after the ritual of the Hasidim.”

IV. Hasidic Spiritual Leadership

As we have already indicated, however, “worshiping after the ritual of the
Hasidim” constitutes only part of the Hasidic experience. The rest of the Hasidic
experience depended greatly on the quantity and the quality of the spiritual
leadership available. The consensus among contemporary observers of the North
American Hasidic scene is that World War I marks something of a watershed.
Prior to the war, there was little authentic Hasidic leadership in North America
and certainly no Hasidic rabbis of the first rank. The relatively few Hasidic
rabbis who did come to North America in the pre-World War I era were men
with a claim to distinguished Hasidic descent (einiklekh) or nonestablished
Hasidic leaders (shzikl rebbes) who had tried and failed to achieve satisfactory
rabbinical positions in Europe.*? In this situation, many Anshe Sfard congrega-
tions would not possess adequate Hasidic spiritual leadership. Such a situation
may be reflected by one of these pioneer Hasidic rabbis, Yudel Rosenberg, who
emigrated from Poland to Toronto in 1913. In the introduction to his book,
ha-Keriah ha-Kedosha, which dealt with the laws relevant to public Torah reading
in the synagogues, Rosenberg states that he wrote the book for congregations
with no rabbis capable of interpreting the relevant laws.*®

It is interesting to note in this connection that, in terms of rabbinical
leadership, it should not be thought that the phenomenon of einiklekh leader-
ship was unique to Hasidic life in North America. Until World War I, Hasidic
rabbis generally resided in small towns, not in large cities like Warsaw, which
had large Hasidic populations. Only rabbis of smaller reputation lived in large
cities on a permanent basis.*¢

World War I and its aftermath, which brought unprecedented death and
destruction to the Jews of eastern Europe that was overshadowed only by the
immensity of the Holocaust, seems to have changed the minds of at least a portion
of the Hasidic leadership with respect to urban living as well as emigration. Many
Hasidic spiritual leaders had been displaced by the raging battles of the war to
large cities, such as Warsaw and Vienna. It is significant that the story of the emi-
gration to the United States of Rabbi Mordecai Shlomo Friedman, the Boyaner
Rebbe, involved a wartime-induced stay in Vienna, as well as the encouragement
of the Tchortkover Rebbe, who told Rabbi Friedman that in going to America,
he would be able to accomplish something for Yiddishkeit.®
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There is something of a consensus among early twentieth century observ-
ers of the Hasidic scene in North America that 1917 constituted a watershed
year for American Hasidic life. Thus, the New York Times obituary of the
prominent Brooklyn Hasidic rabbi, Vigdor Regenbogen, noted that, circa
1900 when Regenbogen came to New York, “there were very few Chasidim in
America,” whereas “since 1917 many Chasidic centres had sprung up here with
the exodus from wartime eastern Europe.”“¢ Similarly, Sh. Erdberg, writing
in 1927, understood that the “pioneer” gute yidn in America had arrived a
decade previously.”

Beyond the ravages of World War I, the anti-Jewish pogroms in the Ukraine
and the harsh repression of Judaism by the Soviet Union also helped induce a
number of Hasidic rabbis to immigrate to North America.* Thus, Hasidic Rabbi
Oshea Rabinowitz, in his first book published after his arrival in America, stated,
“This my composition is dedicated. .. with thanks to God who brought me, my
children, and my childrens’ children from the vale of tears, from the field of
slaughter, the land of Ukraine which is in Russia, the sinful country.”*

Indeed, by the 1920s, a journalist writing in New York’s Jewish Day could
state that not a block in New York City does not contain a sign advertising the
presence of a Hasidic rabbi, whether “true” (e.g., with the right family connec-
tions) or “false.”*” The ubiquity of Hasidic rabbis in New York is further attested
in a 1944 article of Isaac Bashevis Singer in the Forward. As Singer stated, “Now
New York is full of Rebbes, Rebbes’ sons, grandsons. They conduct #shn in the
[Lower] East Side, in Williamsburg, and in all areas of Brooklyn. They advertise
in the Morgn Zhurnal>' The phenomenon of Hasidic rabbis coming to America
to settle also inspired the satirical play 7he Hasidic Rabbi, performed by the
Maurice Schwartz Troupe in 1928. The premise of the play was the incongruity
of Hasidic rabbis in New York: “as grotesque an anachronism as a caravan of
camels in a city of subways and motor cars.”

The number of Hasidic spiritual leaders who immigrated to North America
in this era will probably never be known with great exactitude, especially since
one observer’s rabbi may be another’s charlatan. However, it is possible to get
some idea of the magnitude of this immigration by looking at the biographies in
Tzvi Rabinowicz’s Encyclopedia of Hasidism. In it, some forty-seven Hasidic rab-
bis are listed as having immigrated to North America in the period 1893-1934.
All but two of them are said to have arrived after 1920. Not surprisingly, most
of them wound up in New York (twelve in Manhattan, ten in Brooklyn, and
four in the Bronx). Other cities include Chicago (five), Philadelphia (four),
Boston (three), Detroit (two), St. Louis (two), Montreal, Toronto, Cleveland,
Pittsburgh, and Milwaukee (one each).”

Perhaps the best illustration of the immigration of Hasidic rabbis to North
America in this period is the story of the Twersky family, descended from the
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well-known Ukrainian Hasidic leader, Rabbi Mordecai of Chernobyl.”* No
less than six Twersky cousins came to America between 1913 and 1938. The
first to come was Rabbi David Mordecai Twersky, who settled in New York
in 1913, but also visited Hasidic congregations in other major communities,
such as Philadelphia.”

His house, located at 9 Attorney Street, included a synagogue, Kehal
Hasidim, that advertised itself as having “hundreds of members, all of them
[God-]fearing and perfect, for only Sabbath-observant and proper Jews are
accepted as members.” The Talner Rebbe further announced that he received
visitors from 10:00 A.M. to 1:00 p.M., and from 5:00 p.M. to 10:00 p.m.>® His
younger brother, Rabbi Moshe Zvi, came to New York in 1922 and shortly
thereafter moved to Philadelphia at the behest of a group of Hasidim, presum-
ably those who had been visited by Rabbi David Mordecai.”” A third brother,
Rabbi Meshullam Zusia, came to Boston in 1927. A cousin, Rabbi Hanokh
Henikh Twersky, arrived in Chicago in 1924, and Rabbi Jacob Isaac, who came
originally to Chicago in 1926, moved to Milwaukee in 1927 to become Rabbi
of Congregation Anshe Sfard there’® Rabbi Jacob Israel Twersky came to the
United States in 1938, settling in Brooklyn. In 1934, Rabbi David Mordecai’s
son, Rabbi Yohanan, added to the network of Twerskys in North America by
moving to Montreal, where he presided over a Talner bet ha-midrash.

The Twerskys may have constituted the largest family group of Hasidic
rabbis to settle in North America in this period, but they were far from alone.
There were enough to necessitate the creation of an organization, the Agudas
ha-Admorim of the United States and Canada. Too little is known about this
organization, which was apparently founded in 1924 and led by Rabbis Oshea
Rabinowitz and Yehuda Aryeh Perlow, the Novominsker Rebbe, who had arrived
in America in 1922.%° Its very name, however, evokes that of the organization
of eastern European Orthodox rabbis, the Agudas ha-Rabbonim of the United
States and Canada, founded in 1902.% It is reasonable to assume that just as the
Agudas ha-Rabbonim was founded in order to separate those North American
rabbis who had “proper” rabbinic preparation from those who did not, so the
Agudas ha-Admorim was an attempt to separate “valid” from “false” claim-
ants to Hasidic spiritual leadership. It seems also reasonable to assume that
the Agudas ha-Admorim was founded at least partially as a counterweight to
the power of the Agudas ha-Rabbonim, which was dominated by non-Hasidic
Lithuanian rabbis.

It is not possible in this article to detail the stories of all, or even of most,
of the Hasidic rabbis who came to North America in the interwar period. I
would, however, like to go into some detail concerning the Hasidic rabbis who
settled in Philadelphia. The first to come was Rabbi Moshe Lipschitz, who was
born in Galicia. He arrived in Philadelphia in 1911 after a short sojourn in St.
Louis. He was known to some as the “Philadelphier Rebbe” and to others as the
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“Sechter Zaddik,” after his residence on South Sixth Street.®! The next to arrive,
already mentioned, was Rabbi Moshe Zvi Twersky, the Talner Rebbe. The third
was Rabbi Jacob Rabinowitz, the Monstricher Rebbe.®? He came to America
in 1924 at the age of 23 along with his father, Rabbi Osheah Rabinowitz, who
settled in Brooklyn, became popularly known as the “Brownsviller Rebbe,” and
served as president of the Agudas ha-Admorim.*

The presence of these three rebbes in Philadelphia, each with his own
synagogue and following and each with connections to other Hasidic leaders
both in North America and in Europe, indicate that by the 1920s, a Hasidic
immigrant community of some substance had been created not merely in New
York, but also in many of the larger immigrant communities in North America.
The fact that many of these leaders, such as the Philadelphier, the Brownsviller,
and the Bostoner, were publicly identified with their North American place of
residence rather than their European places of origin seems to indicate as well
that there was a process of Americanization taking place, even among those who
must be considered to have been most resistant to “America” and all it stood
for. Thus, many of these Hasidic rabbis acquired a command of the English
language. Some, like the Boyaner Rebbe, did so through a daily reading of the
New York Times.** Others had to deal with seemingly non-Hasidic events such
as Fourth of July picnics and ladies’ auxiliary gatherings.®

The evidence that has been presented here, while far from comprehensive,
is, arguably I think, sufficient for us to understand that we are dealing with
a reasonably widespread phenomenon of pre-World War II Hasidic life in
North America. This understanding adds to our ability to nuance the complex
phenomenon of Jewish immigration to North America in two ways. First, it
enriches our understanding of the religious life of the immigrants by factoring
in Hasidism, which has not been given its full due. Second, and perhaps most
important, it allows us an opportunity to examine the ways in which scholarship
on the period of mass eastern European Jewish immigration to North America
all too often did not see what it was not prepared to see.

Ira Robinson is Professor of Judaic Studies in the Department of Religion, Concordia
University, Montreal, Canada.
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