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Memories of Two Generations is a rare account of one man
straddling two eras—life in the shtetl in the 1800s, and
in America in the 1900s. Alexander Ziskind Gurwitz’s
deeply personal memoir, written in his old age, takes
readers through his childhood in the shtetl, his learning
in Volozhin, his marriage and subsequent attempts at
parnasah, and his move to a new continent, and life in
San Antonio, Texas.

ations
The book is an intimate look into a world long gone. It
is a story full of trials and triumphs, of hardship and
hope, of pain and perseverance.
It was translated from Yiddish by Rabbi Amram Prero
but was only published in 2016, after Dr. Bryan Edward
Stone came across Rabbi Prero’s manuscript, edited it
and brought it to press. In the following pages, we excerpt
some of the most salient and moving sections of the book.
We also spoke with Dr. Stone about the book and discussed the little-known saga of Jewish immigration to
Texas.
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Intense
Education

On a beautiful summery morning,
after the Festival of Shavuot, I was
playing with my friends when Mother
called me in. She broke the news to me
that I was being sent to the city to
study. I need hardly say that I was far
from jubilant at the announcement.
Mainly, I did not want to part from my
little Christian playmates, who had
become such close friends. But what
choice does a little boy have? (And
especially in those days, when parental
authority was never open to question.)
So I went sadly outside to tell my
friends that I had to leave them. We all
felt a profound sadness, each for the
other.
(These little sons of Esau did not hate
their Jewish friends. Only when they
grow, the hatred for Jews grows, and
they are ready to get rid of the Jew
when they no longer need him!)
I went back into the house and sat
there disconsolately all day. To me that
was the most tragic time of my life, at
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Alexander Ziskind “Zisha” Gurwitz was
born in Minsk in 1859, the youngest of
nine children. His parents, Yaakov Meir
and Avigail, owned a small grocery. His
father was a “fine Jewish scholar” who
“spent every free moment…in Torah
study,” and his mother was “a Jewish
woman of the Old World, pious and
good-hearted.”
When Zisha was four, the Gurwitzes
moved to a village where they leased a
water mill from a local poritz (landowner).
At age six, he left home for the first time
to study in a cheder. Sending away a
child—especially their youngest—was difficult for the Gurwitzes, but the episode
shows the tremendous sacrifices Jewish
mothers made to ensure that their children
received a proper Torah education.

Alexander Ziskind Gurwitz in his later years.

the time, having to leave home and
friends for a strange, fearful world. But
the next morning, bright and early,
there was neither time nor mind for
lamenting. Mother fluttered around me
with preparations for departure. We
were both excited now—she with the
prospect of my learning Torah, and I
with eager anticipation of the new
adventure ahead. I was bathed,
dressed in a white shirt and a new tallis
katan, a brand-new cap, and a kapoteh
sewn for me for the Holy Days. Several
white shirts and socks, my siddur, my
Bible, and my Book of Psalms were
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bound together in a package. I was also
given a little pot of butter and some
cookies—and I was ready for the
journey!
Father drove up to the house with his
horse and wagon, and he told me to get
up on top, alongside of him. Mother
placed my baggage on the wagon, sat
me up near my father, blessed me and
kissed me. Tears, but joyful ones,
streamed down her cheeks—joyful
because God had granted her the great
privilege of seeing her son off to study
Torah. She and my sisters stood there
gazing after us. I kept turning around to

three years, until he was 11, and he shares
what the standard cheder boy in the shtetl
learned:
My curriculum in the cheder
remained the same: Talmud the entire
week, and an occasional Torah portion
with Rashi, a chapter of Psalms or
Proverbs. I learned virtually nothing of
the Prophets. Only the Sabbath brought
any interruption in this routine;
summers we learned the Ethics of the
Fathers, and winters the text of Barchi
Nafshi.

Shtetl Calendar

Title page of
Gurwitz’s
Yiddishlanguage
memoirs,
Zichronos Fun
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look at them. I turned back again and
again, until they disappeared from
sight. My tears fell, too, but I confess
they were not tears of joy.

In the shtetl, the greatest dream a
mother had for her son was to become
a talmid chacham and attain a
rabbinical position. This was despite
the fact that many rabbis at the time
received a mere pittance as a salary. It
wasn’t about the money; it was about
the spiritual delight. After describing
the dire financial straits of the rabbi of
Ivenets, where his parents later
moved, Gurwitz writes the following:

This is the way the rabbis, great and
learned Torah scholars, lived and
struggled in those days. And yet
Jewish mothers prayed and yearned
that their sons should become rabbis.
They loved the Torah, although it
bought scant livelihood to its scholars.
The greatest pride was felt by Jews
when they had a son or son-in-law who
was a rabbi. At least to have one in the
family was something in which any Jew
would take joy…

Zisha studied in the cheder in Ivenets for

After his detailed recollection of his early
education, Gurwitz walks the reader
through the entire cycle of Yomim Tovim, all
through the impressionable eyes of a child.
His account of the month of Elul, for
example, portrays the seriousness with
which the Jews of yore approached their
religion:
We waited impatiently for mid-Elul to
arrive. Six entire weeks of freedom!
Shabbos, the beginning of Elul—when
the prayers for the new month were to
be recited—Mother awakened me and
urged me to hurry to the synagogue so
that I should not miss the New Month
prayer. I thought that she was
intending to bring joy to my life by
telling me that mid-Elul was almost
arrived, and with it my vacation. And so
I arose, happily excited, and ran to the
synagogue.
I could hardly wait for the cantor to
begin the Yehi Ratzon, the opening
paragraph of the prayer for the Elul
month. Naturally, I assumed the chazan
was as happy as I and that he would
chant that paragraph joyously. How
disappointed I was! I heard him cry out
the Yehi Ratzon in such a mournful,
tearful voice that immediately a loud
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moaning began in the women’s gallery
upstairs. I became frightened because I
thought something terrible had
happened up there. I dashed upstairs
into the women’s section. I saw that my
mother was crying, like all the other
women…

When he asked her what was happening,
Zisha’s mother explained that Elul was
coming:
We must weep and beg G-d to give
us a good year. Therefore, you should
pray with extra fervor every day from
today on, and recite Tehillim until after
Yom Kippur. It is forbidden to run and
play this month as you do the rest of
the year.

Gurwitz constantly juxtaposes his childhood experiences with his later life in
America. When his father found out that he
was tearing out sticks from a neighbor’s yard
to fashion “shofars,” he forbade him to do
so, telling him that one wasn’t yotzei with a
stolen shofar. That ended Gurwitz’s career
as a baal tokei’a—something he ruefully says
could have come to use in America:
A shul in Svisloch, Belarus, where Gurwitz lived after his marriage.

Now, here in America, this is a most
desirable skill. It is expected of the
clergy, and especially from a shochet.
Indeed, I sometimes think that being
able to sound a shofar is considered
more important than Jewish
scholarship in many communities.
I see advertisements in the Jewish
press seeking a shochet-baal tokei’a, or
a baal tefillah-baal tokei’a. These
qualifications they look for, but there is
no mention that the shochet or the baal
tefillah should know Judaism.
Apparently, his Jewish learning does
not matter just as long as he knows
how to blow the shofar.

Gurwitz mentions this point with regard
to leining, too. When his father once saw
him spending too much time with a Tikkun
Korim, he confiscated it, worried that
Zisha was neglecting his Gemara studies.
But you did not know what time and
circumstances would bring, that I
would one day find myself in America,
the Goldene Medina, where far more
value is placed on a man who knows
how to chant a bit of trop than on one
who knows the intricacies of a page of
Talmud…
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But G-d forbid that I should be put
out with you. You did what any decent
father should do, seeing to it that your
child should be best equipped for life.
And truth to tell, I do not regret that I
remained with the Talmud, and not
with the Tikkun or the shofar!

Becoming a
Yeshivah Bachur
When Zisha turned 12, it was time to
graduate from cheder and head to a yeshivah
in the town of Uzda.

While readers are no doubt familiar with
the teg system, in which yeshivah bachurim
were provided daily meals by local residents, it wasn’t always easy finding willing
hosts. Zisha’s father went around to six
friends and relatives, and each one agreed
to provide a daily meal, but there was one
day still missing.
It was agreed that temporarily, until
that seventh day could be arranged, I
would eat one week at Uncle Isaac’s
and the alternating week at the rich
relative… I said to myself that these
were some relatives, these rich people!
They could not afford to give a small
boy two days’ food a week? They had
to become partners in this gigantic
enterprise? What misers they were!
Fortunately, this did not last long.
The head of our yeshivah found a family
who would accept me graciously every
Tuesday. (Sometimes one receives more
friendly treatment at the hands of
strangers than relatives, no?)

Zisha Gurwitz was now a full-fledged
yeshivah bachur, with a full day of learning.
But he was still just 12 years old and didn’t
have the zitzfleish to sit and learn until
nine o’clock in the evening. When he had
an urge to schmooze with his chavrusa,
they found a way to do so…
We would bend over the holy book
and sing out, in the chant we used for
the Talmud study, the words of our
conversation. The other fellow would
respond with the same tune. We did
this so regularly, it is a wonder that the
Rosh Yeshivah never realized what we
were doing. (Or perhaps, did he do it,
too, when he was a young yeshivah
bachur, and did he indulge us,
pretending not to know?)

In most yeshivos at the time, there were
no dormitories. Bachurim either slept at
local homes or in the beis midrash itself,

as Zisha describes:
At noon, when the daily seminar was
concluded, all the boys went to eat
lunch. The only ones who remained
were those luckless boys who had one
of their teg missing.
At half past one all the students
returned and went at their studies until
nine o clock in the evening. Then the
mashgiach and all the local bochurim
went to their homes, and only the rest of
us were left in the yeshiva. We divided
into groups. Some wrote letters. Others
mended their clothing. And those who
had nothing to do got into “bull
sessions,” discussing politics, recounting
tales of Jewish miracle workers, or just
making insignificant small talk. This
would go on for about an hour, and then
we made preparations for bed.
This was no tranquil scene. Indeed, it
was a tumultuous and raucous nightly
occasion. Benches were shoved noisily,
lecterns scraped as they were dragged
away, tables were pulled into corners.
Each bochur had a claim on a specific
place, and on the pieces of furniture he
could use to prepare his sleeping space.
No one was permitted to usurp a bench
or a table or a lectern preempted by
another. Finally, everyone had his
situation in order, arranged his
bedclothes, and got ready for bed.

Zisha’s relatives provided him with bedclothes, and he slept in the beis midrash
every night, near the oven. The boys would
sleep from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m., which is
when mispallelim began arriving in shul.
Sometimes I would sit all through the
night and study. That winter, I
mastered the complete volume of the
tractate of Bava Kamma, so that if
anyone asked me where a particular
passage was, I could indicate the
precise page.
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Back to Minsk
At age 14, he headed to a yeshivah in
Minsk. But even in an established city free
of uncouth, volatile peasants, Jews weren’t
free of hardship, as demonstrated by an
event in which Zisha was almost snatched
by chappers—Jewish men who grabbed
children, who were then forcibly drafted
into Czar Alexander II’s army.
In the middle of the night, at about
one o’clock, there was a loud knocking
on the front door. A brutish voice called
out repeatedly, “Atvori! Atvori! (Open
up! Open up!).” And if we had any
doubt as to the purpose of this
nocturnal visit, another voice added,
“We want our young blessed lambs!”
We awoke with fright… The first one
inside was “Butchanka,” the Grabber.
He was a notorious fellow, a huge,
husky Jew, a heavy drinker and as cruel
a man as Haman, may his memory be
erased. His face was afire from his
liquor, and his eyes spewed out hatred.
Behind him trooped in policemen and
soldiers.
Butchanka barked out his order in
Yiddish. “On with your clothes! Come,
little lambs, you are needed!”
When we heard Butchanka’s
commands and saw the drawn swords
and pistols in the hands of his
companions, we knew that no yeshivah
bachur tricks would do. We would have
to obey. We descended from our
sleeping places, scared, pale, and with
trembling hands we dressed.
Soldiers stationed themselves around
the door, and Butchanka yelled out,
“Hey, sacrificial lambs in hiding! Out!”
He instructed the soldiers to search the
women’s synagogue, and under the
benches, and in every possible hiding
place, lest one precious recruit elude

The Volozhin Yeshiva.

“Now here is a strong, big soldier!” He
shoved me over to the side and said,
“Go away! You’re not fit!” (I was then
14 years old and undersized.) My
embarrassment at being singled out in
this humiliating fashion was
overwhelmed by my joyous sense of
relief.
Rav Naftali Tzvi
Yehudah Berlin, the
Netziv.

the czar’s service. Then he counted his
victims.
I, of course, stood with the others,
another lamb to the slaughter bound. I
lamented, “This is the end. For this I
ran to Minsk! I thought I would become
a chasan and a rav! Now I shall be
neither. I shall be a soldier! Have I
sinned so terribly to be punished so
cruelly?”
As I stood there, preoccupied with my
lament, Butchanka seized me by the
collar and pulled me hard upright. I
thought that my spine was dislocated.
He burst out in laughter and cried out,
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The rest of the bachurim were taken to
the police station, where some one hundred
other boys had also been brought. When
the kidnapping was discovered in the
morning, Minsk was in a turmoil. The
leaders of the community hastened to the
governor and were able to have the boys
released by proving they were Torah scholars who were traditionally exempt from the
draft.
After his studies in Minsk, Zisha was
drawn to the bright jewel in the Torah
crown of Russian Jewry—the Volozhin
Yeshivah.

“The Best Years
of My Life”
The Volozhin Yeshivah was founded by
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I entered the room. [The Netziv] sat
with his tefillin on, deeply engrossed
in his Gemara. He did not notice my
entry. I stood there, petrified. Great
waves of fear engulfed me as I realized
that I was standing before this worldrenowned Gaon and my destiny would
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Gurwitz was taken to meet with the
Netziv. He was nervous since bachurim
usually bought a note of recommendation
from their town’s rabbi. But since his family
had just moved to Berezin, he had no such
note.

Bonei Olam is a multi-faceted
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Gurwitz describes the awesome spectacle that greeted him when he arrived and

The students sat around 20 long
tables set up in the Great Hall.
Although the sounds of the hundreds
of voices were never stilled, no bachur
was distracted. Each one concentrated
on his text and commentaries. The
sweet tune of Talmud study—the “kol
Yaakov”—drew each of the young
hearts into the essence of their
Judaism with infinite love. It is a most
inspiring sight, the sight of so many
young men yielding up their very
beings in the study of Torah, totally
immersed, to the exclusion of all else
in the world…
[The Netziv] would teach the text in
“straight” fashion. That is, he
interpreted the Gemara in terms of its
logical meaning, without the
customary mental gymnastics of
Talmud study. Rav Raphael [Schapiro,
the son-in-law of the Netziv], on the
other hand, engaged in the most
complicated twists of logic and offered
numerous interpretive options. Some
preferred the former, some the latter.
In addition, the Netziv delivered a
daily lecture on the Torah… He used to
sit in his own study in the yeshivah all
day, wearing his tefillin…

ES

The Volozhin yeshivah was, in those
years, the center, the very heart of the
Jewish world’s spirit. It was the soul
and the beacon of Jewry and Judaism,
as was Yavneh in the first century,
after the Romans conquered
Jerusalem. It was the source, the
wellspring, from which crystal-clear
waters—the waters of the life-giving
Torah—flowed.
All the Jewish settlements, from
major population centers to the
smallest villages, were sustained
spiritually by that yeshivah. Many of
the great scholars were nurtured there
and went out to enrich countless
communities with their Torah
erudition. Certainly the Jewries of
Russia and Poland could not have
achieved the “Cradle of Judaism”
status were it not for Volozhin’s
scholars and scholarship.
Some 300 regular yeshivah bachurim
and at least 20 to 30 perushim
comprised the student body. They
came from all over the Jewish world,
rich and poor, from every kind of
background. They—or their families—
were bound together by a common
yearning: to study at and come under
the influence of the finest yeshivah in
the world.

his first glimpse of the Netziv.

R

Rav Chaim Volozhiner, a talmid of the Vilna
Gaon, in 1803. It was the mother of all
yeshivos, serving as a model for the later
institutions that opened in Lithuania.
When Zisha Gurwitz arrived there in
1874, the rosh yeshivah was Rav Naftali Tzvi
Yehuda Berlin, a grandson of Rav Chaim
Volozhiner. “I cannot permit myself to
neglect to say at least a few words about
[the yeshivah],” writes Gurwitz, “for to me
that is a sacred obligation.”
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momentarily be determined by him. No
rabbinic note! Could I get in?
When he looked up and noticed me,
he asked gently what I wanted. Out of
my fear, I told him that I had come here
to learn, but I had no note from
anyone. I explained the reason. He
regarded me at length. Then he asked.
“Do you really want to learn?” I replied
that I did, with all my heart. He then
told me to go to the mashgiach so that
he might test me.
The bright countenance of this great
scholar and his gentle words gave me
courage and hope. I was much more
confident now that I would get
through the test satisfactorily and that
I would be admitted into the yeshivah.

Gurwitz spent three fruitful years learning in Volozhin, from age 15 to 18. “It was
a good life for me there in Volozhin, both
spiritually and materially,” he wrote. “I
must say those were the happiest days of
my life, because I had abundant gratification of both the soul and the body. I rejoiced in my studies, and I loved nothing
better than to discover a new insight in a
Gemara.”
Gurwitz then traveled to Lapitch, where
his sister lived. He studied in the local shul
and struck up a relationship with the local
rav, who thought the young talmid chacham
would be a great match for his sister, Sarah
Rachel. After discussing the prospect with
his parents and sister, Zisha decided to go
ahead with the shidduch.
[The rav] brought down his mother
and the bride to his home. He invited
me to his house so that I might see the
bride, although ostensibly it was to be
just a coincidence, my visit and hers
simultaneously.

The girl’s mother confirmed the provision of several hundred rubles as a dowry
and three years of support, enabling

A poster from
the North
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Gurwitz to continue his studies and
become a rabbi. A week later, the tena’im
was signed, without the kallah in attendance. “What was the need?” quipped
Gurwitz. “We had already seen each other
once! Although it is true, we had not yet
exchanged a word.”

Bliss
After his marriage in the winter of 1878,
Gurwitz and his new wife settled in Svisloch (Belarus). His father-in-law was unable
to fulfill his commitment to support the
new couple and advised him to learn
shechitah and to become a melamed to pay
the bills until he found a post as a shochet.
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Although he was displeased, Gurwitz
knew what had to be done. In the unpredictable existence of the shtetl, one constantly had to deal with change and
disappointment and adjust to new realities.
Even though my fantasies, my
youthful golden visions, would thus be
destroyed, and my mother’s cherished
dream to see her son a rav would thus
evaporate, I knew this was what I had
to do.
I had studied until I was 18,
wandered from yeshivah to yeshivah,
labored, suffered privation, bent my
back over the Gemara for three long
years in the Volozhin Yeshivah, and I

finally attained the great height—after
making a splendid shidduch—of
preparing to become a shochet, which
I could have done in total ignorance,
and in the meantime half a melamed!
What glorious heights I had scaled!
But I knew that I must not grow
bitter. I had to be realistic, face life as a
mature man with responsibility. There
was no better road, so I must travel
this one, with proper resolve and in
good spirit. And so I undertook my
dutiful destiny, my woeful lot.

Thus began Gurwitz’s lifelong profession
of teaching Torah to Jewish children. Over
the years, he would try his hand at various
other enterprises, but they never panned
out, and he always fell back on what he
knew best.
Several years later, Alexander Ziskind
Gurwitz was the proud parent of three girls.
He taught the children of a rich merchant
named Kabakov, who helped him purchase
a plot of land and build a new house. After
the birth of his son Eliyahu, Gurwitz’s joy
knew no bounds.
The times went well for me in every
direction. I had a fine livelihood,
respect, children, and good health. I
lived without a worry. But as our sages
put it, “It is not merit but mazal that
brings well-being to people.” The good
luck was suddenly transformed. In the
middle of a bright, sunny day, a brutal
black cloud overshadowed my horizon
and darkened the skies above me.

Tragedy Strikes
Several months after Eliyahu’s bris, Sarah
Rachel Gurwitz fell ill. The local doctors
could not help her, so the Gurwitzes left
the girls with their grandparents and traveled with their baby son to Minsk.
Gurwitz found a temporary job as a

melamed and accompanied his wife to a
number of doctors in search of a cure. After
several months with no salvation in sight,
they returned home for Pesach. When a
specialist told them that there was nothing
to do, the couple was broken. Having left
his teaching post, Gurwitz now needed to
travel back to Minsk to earn a living.
With tear-filled eyes, with a bitter
heart, I left my wife and children. I was
torn apart as I looked at them before
departure. I kissed the children, and
my tears fell upon their faces as I said
goodbye to my ailing wife... I did not
permit myself to think that this might
well be the last time I would ever see
her.
Her leavetaking, her pathetic tears,
the look in her darkened eyes through
which she gazed compassionately at
me, understanding that I must go…all
of this affected me so deeply that I
could barely keep my balance…

When he returned to teaching in Minsk,
he had to pretend that life was normal,
although he used to cry in private. He sent
home money and received brief letters from
his wife. But then a few weeks went by with
no reply to his latest letter. Worried,
Gurwitz sent a telegram. No answer. When
he arrived home before Shavuos, his fears
were confirmed.
With trembling hands, I turned the
knob of our door. I glanced in all
directions. I saw my in-laws sitting
with bowed heads, weeping, near the
baby’s carriage. The children ran to me
crying, “Papa! Mama is no longer
here!”

Gurwitz’s in-laws insisted he marry their
niece—his wife’s first cousin—and provide
a normal home for his four young orphans.
In 1885, he married Feige Relia Fried and

moved to Pavlograd, where he would live
for the next 20 years.
In Pavlograd, Gurwitz opened a successful cheder and finally began to live contentedly. But in 1892, tragedy struck again.
Gurwitz lost three daughters, Nechamah
Leah, Henia, and Reizele, to a deadly epidemic.
“It was such a disaster as, until my last
days on earth, I shall never forget,” he
wrote. “Even time, the alleged healer of all
wounds, cannot muster up the power to
obliterate that disaster. The wound was
deep, and it has remained deeply imbedded
within me, in my heart.”
The Gurwitzes moved to a new house,
far from where the disaster had struck. The
cheder was reestablished. More children
were born to the family—Esther, Shalom,
and Yaakov Yoshe. But despite his financial
success, Gurwitz was uneasy.
The tyrannical Czar Nicholas II was in
power, and his violent quashing of the
1905 Revolution—which was blamed on
the Jews—led to the pillaging and burning
of Jewish homes and businesses by Russian
peasants. Although Pavlograd was spared—
thanks to a hefty bribe to the town’s police
chief and local troop commander—Gurwitz
felt that in a large city, the long arm of the
czar was too powerful. On the advice of
his rav, Gurwitz moved to the newly established town of Yenaveh. He built a house
and cheder, and became one of the wealthier people in town. Then cholera arrived.
The plague raged in Yenaveh, claiming
many victims. Although it spared the Gurwitzes, it made them realize that living in
a small, backward town was not ideal. But
before moving again, Gurwitz began to
wonder. Was it worth pulling up stakes
and moving to a different town? Nicholas
II was still in power; how long until another
pogrom ravaged the next town? And the
next? Was there any point in staying in
Russia?
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Leaving for America

The shtetl was agog when our plan
was made known. Many people came
to our house. A number of them tried
to persuade us that we were making a
terrible mistake. “Why should you flee
to America?” was the refrain.
“Laborers, poor people, political
people for whom it is dangerous here,
these flee. But why you? Respectable,
nonpolitical, productive people like you
should not be leaving.”
They gave us no peace. They insisted
that we should not do this foolish thing.
But their talk did not dissuade us. Our
minds were made up. We were going!
We had young children. There, in
America, we could give them a decent,
uninterrupted education. There we
could live free from fear. No one who
had the capability should remain in
bloody Russia!

Their decision to leave Russia was a
unique one; they weren’t the typical Eastern
European Jews streaming out of the Pale
of Settlement, as Dr. Bryan Edward Stone
explains in the introduction to Memories
of Two Generations:
Whereas most Jewish immigrants of
the era came to America out of
desperation, pursuing economic
opportunities absent at home, for the
Gurwitzes immigration was a free choice.
They had attained financial security in
Russia and did not need to seek it in
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The family’s decision was bolstered by
correspondence from Shlomo Lifschutz,
who was married to Feige’s sister Pessie.
He had moved to San Antonio, Texas,
several years earlier, established a successful business, and was living a life free of
oppression.

A member of the Gurwitz family’s boarding card for the SS Köln. The
punch marks indicate the daily inspections carried out on board

America. Nor was their migration a
gamble to acquire greater fortune in a
new country. On the contrary, Gurwitz
continued to work the same parochial
trades that he had in Russia, and they
were less in demand in San Antonio.
This family’s decision to immigrate,
rather, was an attempt to ensure their
physical safety and religious freedom.
Gurwitz feared that pogroms or
cholera could take his children from
him (as an epidemic two decades
earlier had taken three young
daughters) and worried that Russia’s
growing political instability would rob
them of the few religious liberties
Russian Jews still possessed.
America, he hoped, would provide
the safety necessary to raise his
children in health and the freedom to
educate them in the Jewish tradition
he held sacred. Thus Gurwitz reversed
the conventional narrative in which
Russia was the site of traditional
Jewish worship and America of
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assimilation and secularism. He came
to America believing it a better place
for an Orthodox Jew to lead a
traditional life than Russia was.

The Goldene
Medinah
In August 1910, the Gurwitzes said
goodbye to Yenaveh—and to Russia.
They took a train to Germany, heading
to the port city of Bremen. Along the way,
more Jews joined them—people from
Russia, Poland, Romania, Lithuania, all
intent on providing a brighter future for
their families. Most of those traveling with
the Gurwitzes were headed to Galveston,
Texas, as part of the Galveston Immigration
Movement (see sidebar).
But leaving their homelands was just the
first step in these hopeful Jews’ journey.
They still needed to be allowed passage on
the ship to America, which wasn’t always
guaranteed. When Gurwitz received his

tickets from the representative in Bremen,
the man looked at him strangely.
I stood there, fearfully wondering
what he would say to me. He told me
immediately what my problem was. It
was my hair, my grey hair both on my
head and in my beard. He gave me to
understand that because of my age, I
might be refused admittance into
America. I might be sent back alone to
Russia.
I showed him my passport, on which
my birthdate was written. It proved

that I was not so old, only 51. He
responded that this was not enough. It
was my appearance. I looked much
older than 51, and the American
doctors would go by that, not by
official records. My looks testified to
my advanced age, he said. “America
does not want old men who cannot
work,” he told me.

suspicion of illness—and no amount of
pleading would change the officials’ minds.
The Gurwitzes boarded the SS Köln and
sailed out of Europe. On deck, free at last, the
passengers chatted about their experiences.

In the end, when the ship’s doctors examined Gurwitz, they assured him his age
would pose no issue, although there were
other families denied boarding rights on

Each one recounted what had
happened to him as he stole his way
across the border with his family.
Others told of the fright and of the
horrors they suffered in this fifth year
of the pogroms. They spoke bitterly of
the oppression and cruelty visited
upon them by the terrible government

The Galveston Movement

B

A Yiddish
pamphlet
printed in
1907 to
educate
immigrants
about the
Galveston
Movement

etween 1880 and 1925, 2.8 million
European Jews arrived on American
shores, with most settling in the crowded
neighborhoods of New York City, Boston, and
Philadelphia. This influx led to a dearth of jobs
and the increasing resentment of the locals.
Fearing a new wave of anti-Semitism, wealthy
Jews led by philanthropist Jacob Schiff sought
to alleviate these concerns.
They came up with a plan to divert Jewish
immigrants to a different part of the country
with more living space and work opportunities.
The group settled on Galveston, Texas, a small
port city with an established Jewish
community. It was close to Houston, Austin,
and San Antonio, and served as a gateway to
the American West and Midwest.
The Galveston Immigration Movement hired
representatives in Europe to help immigrants
with paperwork and financial assistance. The
program began in 1907, and over the next few
years, some 10,000 Jews landed in Galveston
and spread out through Texas and much of the
rest of the country. The movement ended in
1914 due to the increasing unwillingness of
American communities to accept more
immigrants.
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Many Jews in Texas found it hard to
remain observant, which required strong
conviction. But while Jews in larger cities
such as San Antonio, Houston, and Dallas
at least had the option of joining an exclusively Orthodox congregation, those in the
smaller towns didn’t:

The USS Amphion (formerly the SS Köln), the ship the Gurwitzes arrived on.

of the tyrant Nicholas.

Two weeks later, when the captain announced that they would be arriving in
Galveston at noon, the passengers excitedly
prepared to disembark, packing, washing
up, and taking haircuts.
For some, this hair trimming was a
rejuvenation!
What I mean is that there was an
older man, with whom I had discussed
Torah on deck daily—he was a learned,
pious Jew—who suddenly came out on
that last day completely shorn of his
grey, long, luxuriant beard! He looked
like a young man! Only a thin
moustache was on his face…
We teased him a bit. He was
unperturbed. He said, “Why do I need
to have the Americans laugh at my
beard until I take it off? Better to have
you laugh at me for a little here and
put an end to it!”

Gurwitz’s nephew met them in Galveston, and they soon boarded the train that
would take them to their new home—San
Antonio, Texas.

At Peace at Last
At the time of the Gurwitzes’ arrival, San
Antonio was a developing town. The
downtown area had high-rise buildings,
electric streetcars, and elegant mansions,
but some neighborhoods still had ramshackle huts, unpaved streets, and goats
wandering around in muddy puddles.
The city was home to 95,000 residents.
There were around 120 Reform families,
wealthier people who were members of BethEl, a congregation founded in 1874. Several
hundred Orthodox Jewish families davened
at Agudas Achim, a shul founded in 1889.
The Gurwitzes joined the Agudas Achim
congregation, even though a smaller, more
Orthodox congregation, Rodfei Sholom,
was established in 1908. Agudas Achim did
not have a minyan during the week; even
on Shabbos, many of its members preferred
to remain at their stores as Saturday was the
most lucrative day for merchants.
As had happened in Russia, Gurwitz
ended up doing what he knew best—teaching. A year after his arrival, the San Antonio
Hebrew Institute opened, and it was there
that he would work for many years. He
also became a shochet for the town’s kosher
butcher store.
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In the small towns further out from
San Antonio, there are small numbers of
Jews. Nevertheless, in each of these
country towns, the Jews are divided as
they are in our city: traditional Jews and
German Jews. Since they cannot afford
to have two synagogues and two rabbis,
most of them have one synagogue in
partnership, with one rabbi serving both
ideological groups. In order not to
discriminate, the rabbi stands at the ark,
but the worshippers are seated at each
side of the synagogue. The rabbi
addresses each side in turn, delivering
his sermons accordingly.
On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
however, the rabbi has his work cut
out for him. For the German Jews, he
conducts the service without a hat,
and he faces them during the entire
service. Then he puts on his yarmulke,
turns to the other side, faces the ark,
and conducts the Orthodox service.
After this, he turns to the center, so
that he is addressing both sides, and
he delivers his sermon to both sides
simultaneously!
There are other country towns,
however, where even this is not done.
They manage to get along without any
kind of rabbi or services all year. While
in Europe any community of their size
would engage a full-time shochet,
teacher, and baal tefillah, they do not
exert themselves. But come the High
Holy Days, the German Jews engage
an erev rav from the HUC [Hebrew
Union College, a Reform institute for
training clergy].
The eastern European Jews secure a
baal tefillah who is also a shochet. He

REFLECTIONS

שובי ונחזה

Remarkably, Gurwitz remained true to
his beliefs even in Texas, withstanding the
temptation to change. He kept his beard,
always ate kosher, stayed shomer Shabbos,
and never bothered learning English. But
the winds of change came to San Antonio
too, eventually forcing him to resign from
his position as a teacher:
The new Talmud Torah president was a
Jew who had studied in the Old Country
and was far from ignorant, but he had the
peculiar fixation that Jewish children
need not learn Yiddish. In other words, he
was adamantly opposed to our teaching
our Jewish subjects in Yiddish. Everything
must be translated into English, was his
idea, because this was the tongue of the
land. This meant, of course, that the
teachers be expert in English.
He resolved, therefore, to bring
down several modern, Englishspeaking Hebrew teachers.
Henceforth, was his idea, no more
Yiddish in the Talmud Torah. This
decision also meant that I must leave
the Talmud Torah, for I was not at all
adept in English. I am certain he did
not mean to hurt me. He had no
personal motive in mind. He was
genuinely persuaded that in this way
he would enhance the Jewish
education of our children.

If Gurwitz had entertained the idea that
he would have it easy in America, it never
materialized. He worked harder in the
goldene medinah than he had in Russia—but
he never complained. Any hardships that
Jews in the New World faced were usually
overshadowed by the oppression and grief

they had left behind in Europe.
Meanwhile, World War I had broken out,
and half of Yenaveh’s Jewish population was
wiped out. Gurwitz appreciated the blessing
of living in a country free of the anti-Semitism and strife he had faced back home.
Eventually, he was grateful to be able to
bring his two married children to the States.
I remained the same shochetteacher I had been in the old home,
and I drove out before dawn each
morning in a simple, plain little wagon,
to which was hitched a skinny, bony
horse, with absolutely no fanfare.
Perhaps this is because I was never
consumed with ambition to strive for
great wealth or renown.
I thank G-d nevertheless with all my
heart, because He guided my steps in
the right and proper way, so that I was
enabled to help my children. With this
I am very pleased, because I consider
this my greatest reward. This is, after
all, one of the most important goals of
every decent human being.

As he grew older, Gurwitz decided to write
his memoirs, titled Zichronos Fun Tzvei Doros.
He also published sefarim in Yiddish rhyme—
Torah Bacharuzim, a two-volume work on the
parshiyos of the Torah, and Pisgamei Chazal
Bacharuzim, on maamarei Chazal. His wife
Feige (Fanny) died in 1930, and he passed
away in 1947 at the age of 88. He was buried
next to his wife in the Agudas Achim cemetery
in San Antonio.
Unlike our ancestors, we are no longer
under the rule of cruel kings and tyrannical czars. As Jews in the 21st century, it’s
easy to take our government-protected
liberties for granted, and the tale of Alexander Gurwitz and other Jews who sailed
for the unknown can serve as a reminder.
Here was a man who had seen it all; he had
suffered pain, poverty, and persecution in
Russia, and he didn’t have an easy life even
when he did get to safer shores—but he always
appreciated the freedoms America had to
offer. l
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manages “shlogen kapores” for them,
as well as supervising the preparation
of kosher food for the Days of Awe and
the traditional services.
A Hebrew school and a Hebrew
teacher, however, are not there. They
satisfy themselves with a weekly
spoonful of Judaism called Sunday
School the rest of the year. This might
well be called “Torah on one foot”!
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PESACH
IN THE
SHTETL
An excerpt from Memories
of two generations

Scouring and Koshering
for Pesach

S

everal days before Pesach every house in our little town, including ours, was in a turmoil. All of the furniture was taken outside,
along with whatever rugs there were, and everything else that was
moveable. The house had to be made Pesachdik (suitable for Passover).
The house was emptied of everything save the cloth hanging on the
wall with the matzah inside.
The walls, having been darkened from the smoke of a normal year’s
living, waited patiently for the “chalk man,” who would come and coat
every wall with a heavy coat of white liquid chalk. When he had done
his work, and the walls were sparkling white, we knew that Pesach
was coming.
Meanwhile, outside in the courtyard all that had been removed from
the house was washed, scoured, and heated in scalding water. Even the
tables and chairs were turned upside down, so that nothing of chametz
should touch the surfaces on which we would sit and eat during the festival. This is the way every courtyard looked, on the several days before
Pesach, and ours, naturally, also.
On Shabbos Hagadol, the Shabbos preceding Pesach, the house, already
completely clean, was also completely empty. No chairs, no tables, nothing. Everything was outside. For a table, we substituted a trough covered
with a board, and instead of chairs, we sat on little stools, as Jews do on
Tishah B’Av. But of course now we were not lamenting at all. The reason
for our sitting on the stools was a happy one—freedom.
On that Shabbos, too, our midday meal was still made of chametz, but
the kugel, the traditional Sabbath pudding, was Pesachdik, made of Pesach
flour. This is an honored old custom among Jews, the idea being that if
there is any doubt about a possible trace of chametz in the new matzah,
the sin should be transferred to the kugel!

The Search for
and Burning
of the Chametz

M

other made ready all the items we
would need for the bedikah—the
search for the chametz: a wooden spoon,
a wax candle, several feathers, a handkerchief with string to bind around the spoon
after the pieces of bread would be placed
in the spoon—and gave it all to Father.
To me they handed the lit candle. My job
was to light the way for Father and Mother
as we all went around the house, to the
predetermined places where my mother
had placed pieces of bread. A blessing was
recited, then the bread was shoved into the
spoon with the feathers, and the kerchief
was tied around it. The candle and the
feathers had also been placed in the spoon,
so they too would be burned.
I inquired of my father, “Why do we
have to place the pieces of bread around
the house, and then pick them up?”
Father replied, “Because we know full
well that every Jewish woman cleans her
house thoroughly for Pesach, so that no
chametz should remain. It can well happen,
therefore, that chametz may be sought all
over the house and not one piece be found.
In that event, the blessing recited would be
a brachah l’vatalah (wasted prayer). So the
pieces of bread are scattered around the
house to be found, making the blessing a
valid one.”
My father assured me that this was
perfectly understood by all the “chametz
searchers,” and no one was really being
fooled. It was just a way to protect oneself
against doing a sin.
The moment my father had put away
the spoon with the chametz, we heard the
bell, the fire warning. We ran outside to see
where the fire was. It was in the house of
Moshe the Carpenter. The streets quickly
filled with people, everyone running to see
the fire. There were shouts, alarms, loud
“suggestions” and orders. A water brigade
was formed, and buckets of water were

soon being poured on the walls of the
house. The household effects were dragged
out and put on the lawn. All the neighbors
stood, every one wanting to help. But, sad
to say, there was no help for it. Moshe’s
little house burned down to the ground.
All that was left standing was the oven with
its chimney. It stood like a gravestone over
the devastation the fire had wrought.
The irony of it was that the oven was the
most “kosher for Pesach” oven in the entire
community. Because, you see, the cause of
the fire was that Moshe’s wife had been so
eager to get it thoroughly burned out of
its chametz, that it overheated, caught on
fire, and burned down the house. And so
Moshe’s wife had to cook her Pesach food
on someone else’s oven, poor woman.

Erev Pesach

O

n the morning of Erev Pesach,
we arose early, ate the chametzdik
snack—the roll and milk, which it was an
Erev Pesach custom to eat—and immediately afterward we carried the remains of
the little meal outside. Father made a fire,
put the chametz-filled spoon of the previous evening’s bedikat chametz, together
with these last pieces of the morning, in
the fire, and it all burned. Those little
“martyrs” burned slowly—remember, the
wax candle was in there too!—until, like
the sacrifices in the ancient Temple, they
turned into ashes.
Father then turned his pockets inside
out, shook them over the fire, and recited
the prayer. I did the same.
After the burning of the chametz, Mother
asked me to help carry the year-round
dishes up to the attic, and to bring down
from there the Pesachdik dishes. I did as I
was asked, and I was especially careful as I
brought down the Pesach cholent pot. This
was very large, and a good many of the
utensils, silverware, cups and glasses were
carried inside it. When I handed that,
gingerly, to my mother, it felt as though
Pesach were really there. In fact, I noticed
suddenly that the odors of Pesach permeated the entire house.

Mother then handed me, tied with a
string, the metal spoons of year-round
use, and instructed me to take them to the
bathhouse, there to have them immersed
in scalding water, so they would be kosher
for the festival. I went out into the street,
making those spoons ring as I shook them
in my hand. I was not alone. Many other
boys were in the street on the identical
errand. The street rang with the happy
sound, as we shook our silverware harder
and harder.
When I came home with the “koshered”
spoons, there was more work for me. I
was to go to the river and wash the new
houseware we had purchased for Pesach.
(The reason we always had to buy some
new pieces for Pesach was because when
a regular dish broke, during the year,
instead of going out and buying a replacement, we “borrowed” one from our Pesach
stock, and when Pesach approached, we
bought new substitutes.)
I dunked all the pots and pans as
instructed, and I brought them home.
Of the others, the cups and glasses I had
immersed, I broke only one glass. While
I thought that was rather a good accomplishment, Mother was put out with me
and expressed disappointment.
After all of this, I was given still more
work: pushing matzah through a grinder,
to make matzah-flour from the large pieces
of matzah. Our Torah teaches, “You shall
not muzzle your ox when he is threshing.”
The point is that it is un-Jewishly cruel to
deny the beast of burden the food at his
mouth while he is working. Let him eat
while he labors. And yet, whenever I tried
to take a piece of matzah in my mouth
while I was pushing some through the
grater, Mother would stop me. (Of course
I understood that she was not being unkind. It was simply that we are forbidden
to eat matzah on Erev Pesach, the better to
savor and relish it when Pesach comes.)
To compensate me, my mother gave me
a good appetizer: she permitted me to eat
as much of the horseradish as I wanted
while I was grinding it up for chrein. This
kindness of hers brought tears to my eyes!

I had just finished Mother’s assignments,
and my father did not deny me his attention. He also had work for me. But this
was no hard labor. He gave me an apple
and some walnuts. He told me to pound
these, together with ginger and cinnamon,
in a bowl, and thus make the charoses, the
paste used in the Seder as a reminder of
the mortar our fathers had to use in Egypt
to construct the pyramids.
This assignment I liked. And while I was
pounding, I managed to put a bit of the
delicious mixture in my mouth. This was,
strictly speaking, against orders. For my
father had cautioned me to keep a good
appetite for the charoses at the evening’s
seder. Mother, having pity on me, let me
taste some of the Pesach delicacies, and
I was content. Then she set the table for
the Seder, placed a crisp white cloth on
the table, set two candlesticks with special
Pesach candles, put three matzahs on a
plate and covered them with a serviette.
On another plate she placed all the other
items necessary for the Seder plate: a
shank bone as reminder of the Pesach
sacrifice in the Temple, a roasted egg as a
symbol of the additional festival sacrifice,
bitter herbs as a reminder of the bitter
lot of our enslaved forefathers in Egypt,
karpas (a vegetable reminiscent of spring),
and a plate of salt water in which to dip
the above, at the appropriate moments in
the Seder, as reminder of the salty tears
shed by our Exodus fathers. A bottle
filled with red wine and the cups—for
the obligatory four sippings during the
Seder—were set as well.
I put on my new clothes which had
been purchased for me for Yom Tov, and,
contented and rather proud, went off
with my father to the synagogue. The
synagogue was brightly illuminated with
candles in every hanging chandelier, and
the people were all garbed in festive clothing. There were happy faces everywhere,
and a sense of self-respect, of dignity, was
evident. The time of our freedom!
© 2016 by the University of Alabama Press.
Reprinted with permission.
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Dr. Bryan Edward Stone

THE JEWS
OF TEXAS
Q&A with Texas historian
Dr. Bryan Edward stone

M

Many of us are familiar with the typical tale of the
Jewish immigrant to America: embarking from
Hamburg or Bremen in Germany, arriving at Ellis
Island, New York, and likely settling on the Lower
East Side. New York City was home to tens of
thousands of Jews, with shuls, institutions and
kosher food, everything one needed to establish
himself in a new land.
But what about those who took a different route,
those intrepid Jews who were prepared to travel
much further afield? What challenges did they face
in setting down new roots in a foreign land, in
regions devoid of the bustling, thriving Jewish life
found on the East Coast?
Ami spoke to Texas historian Dr. Bryan Edward
Stone to gain a deeper understanding of the social
and religious milieu Alexander Gurwitz and his
fellow Jews encountered in the Lone Star State.

264 A M I M A G A Z I N E / / M A R C H 2 4 , 2 0 2 1 / / 1 1 N I S A N 5 7 8 1

What’s remarkable about the story of
Alexander Gurwitz is that he remained
observant, clinging to Judaism while in a
foreign environment. How typical would
you say his experience was compared to
the rest of the Jews who arrived in Texas?
For those who were Orthodox like him, retaining that degree of observance was unusual. There
was tremendous pressure in Texas—like most
places in the United States—to assimilate, so part
of what struck me about Gurwitz’s story was how
successfully he didn’t assimilate, to a very surprising degree.
I had some comments from people who knew
him, friends of his, who said that he was pretty
out there in terms of not assimilating. But he
wasn’t alone in retaining a traditional Jewish
identity, attending traditional Jewish worship
services and keeping kosher. He was certainly
not the only person in San Antonio—or in
Texas—to be doing that. There was a traditional
Jewish community that was conspicuous. Not
large, by any means, but notable. Part of what’s
so interesting about his memoir is that it shows
us that such a community existed. He wasn’t just
one “weirdo” acting this way in Texas; he had a
community of others around him. Even if they
weren’t as committed to not changing as he was,
they were certainly part of a group of like-minded
people.
That’s something that has generally been overlooked in histories of Texas, and frankly, in most
parts of the US. There are traditional Jews everywhere, and there have been all along. But they
tend not to be the focus because they’re a small
minority of a minority.
When you talk about traditional Jews, are
you referring to those who remained
observant?
I used the term “traditional” in my book as a
way of referring broadly to Orthodox practice

San Antonio’s Commerce Street was known as “Jerusalem Street,” due to the large number of Jewish businesses situated there.

without applying the “Orthodox” label. As
Gurwitz himself illustrates, many observant Jews weren’t members of Orthodoxaffiliated congregations. Gurwitz belonged
to a Conservative synagogue, but he was
clearly very observant. I think of him as
Orthodox, but his synagogue membership
could be interpreted otherwise.
It often happened that individuals joined
synagogues for reasons other than denominational choice or degree of observance, so I use a more general term to refer
to those who were more observant than
the average without pinning people to

labels they might not have chosen.

majority’s preferences.

What do you mean when you say
that Gurwitz and others faced
“pressure” to assimilate?
I’m referring to the generalized social
pressure, the lure of secularism and mainstream American civic life. As everywhere
else, there was economic pressure to do
business on Saturday and close on Sunday.
There was social pressure to abandon
dietary rules in favor of eating the way
everyone else did. Minority groups are
always under pressure to conform to the

Did those families that didn’t remain
at the same level of observance just
drop their religion completely, or was
it a gradual process?
Well, even a little was all of that. And to
some degree it depended on which town
or city they were in. A larger city—including San Antonio, which wasn’t that big—
had an Orthodox congregation as well as
a Conservative one. So Jews who came with
a very traditional outlook gravitated toward
an Orthodox synagogue.
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Rabbi Yaakov Geller of Galveston, Texas, being driven by his son Harry (Zvi).

However, it probably didn’t look Orthodox the way an Orthodox synagogue in
New York would look, and certainly not
like the synagogues they came from in
Russia and Lithuania. It was sort of an
American-style Orthodox, but at least it
was a place where they could wear a kippah
and keep kosher if they wanted to. The
services were conducted entirely in
Hebrew. That was an option even in
“smaller” large communities like San
Antonio, but you obviously weren’t going
to find that in the little towns. In cities like
Dallas and Houston, Orthodox services
had been ongoing since the late 1800s.
And these Orthodox congregations
were mostly comprised of Eastern
European immigrants, not German
Jews.
Right, but those Eastern European im-

migrants—with the exception of the
Galveston Movement—came to places like
Texas a generation after coming to New
York. Most of them had lived elsewhere in
the US and didn’t come directly from
Europe, so they were already a little bit
assimilated.
And they moved south in search of
better financial opportunities?
Usually, yes. Or because they had family
there.
When Gurwitz arrived in San
Antonio, he joined the Agudas Achim
congregation, which by then was
gradually moving away from strict
Orthodox tradition, instead of the
more observant Rodfei Sholom
congregation. Why do you think that
was?
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It’s a good question, and I don’t have an
absolutely clear answer. He never explained
himself, and no one in his family that I
spoke to had a clear reason why.
My best guess would be that Rodfei
Sholom was very new, very small, and not
very well organized. I suspect he was
looking for something a little more stable.
Also, he had family living in the city who
were members of Agudas Achim, so that
could have drawn him there. Overall, it
was the most established form of traditional worship in the city, so it’s not too
surprising he ended up there. Rodfei
Sholom was still kind of a splinter group,
although it isn’t anymore. Today, it’s a very
well-established Orthodox synagogue.
What’s interesting is that based on
anecdotes in the memoir, laxity in
observance didn’t start on American
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shores. Gurwitz writes about a
Jewish town in Europe that had a
bustling marketplace on Shabbos.
Even part of the trip to Bremen—the
port from which he would sail to the
US—took place on Shabbos.
Correct, and he sort of shifts around in
discussing it. He was obviously more traditional than most of his peers in San
Antonio, but probably less so than most of
his peers in Russia had been. He was somewhere in between.
That was actually something I found
surprising about the book. There’s this
myth that all of the Russian Jews were, you
know, deeply observant and shomer Shabbos
and the whole thing, and then in America
they weren’t. He reminds us that it wasn’t
all that perfect, even in Russia.
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as well?
Yes. He was a little more flexibly minded,
but he wasn’t secular; he was religious. He
practiced. He studied the Talmud. He was
very conscientious. What I think was singular about his character was his concern about
having a livelihood and a profession, not just
making money but being stable and secure,
and he saw a certain religious flexibility as
the price he had to pay for it. He writes repeatedly about how sad it was that very pious
Jews were broke. He didn’t want to be poor.
He does mention that there were
devout Jews who had achieved
financial success, such as the
Lubavitcher chasid whose children he
taught.
Well, it was possible, but he didn’t know
how to do it. So he went wherever he had
to in order to find work and acclimated to
the surroundings, maintaining his core
religious identity.

Above: Henry
Cohen (second left)
greeting the first
Jewish immigrants
in Galveston, 1907.
Left: An advertisement in
the El Paso Herald, 1914.
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So you believe that any compromises
he made were primarily due to
financial pressure?
Well, if I had to call it anything, then yes.
Generally speaking, he was very open-minded
on a lot of fronts. But in that particular respect,
he saw it as something of a balance between
traditional Jewish practice and the need to
live in a secular world and be successful, or
at least to survive. That flexibility of mind was
partly what brought him to Texas. I mean,
you don’t go to someplace like San Antonio
if religious traditionalism is your most important value. He was obviously somewhat flexible just for making that decision.
I guess he knew he had it in him to
remain true to his beliefs.
That’s right. He makes the point several
times that it isn’t one’s superficial actions
that matter as much as the spiritual value
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The Gurwitz gravestone in the Agudas Achim beis hachaim in San Antonio.

of what’s being done, meaning that if you
have to skip an occasional practice, that
doesn’t change who you are. He was not
the most assimilated person in San Antonio
by any means, and he was more traditional
than Jews in Galveston and other places.
What happened to his family? Did
they also maintain that level of
commitment?
Not really. The family is very assimilated
today. Most of them belong to a Conservative congregation in San Antonio, and some
of them are Reform. They don’t have anywhere near the level of observance that he
had, which would have been unusual.
Did he accept what happened?
I don’t know; I’m not even sure how
aware of it he was. He must have reconciled
himself to the fact that they were going to
be less observant. Then again, most of the
people in his community were like that.
Were there any Orthodox families
that came in the 1880s and didn’t
completely assimilate? Or are today’s
Orthodox Jews in Texas the result of

immigration after World War II?
There were Orthodox Jews who immigrated that way and stayed Orthodox. But
again, they probably didn’t look the way
they did in Russia; it wouldn’t have been
the same sort of observance. There are
Orthodox synagogues going back well over
a hundred years in Texas, and I’m sure they
have members whose families belonged to
the shul almost the whole time. Then the
Galveston Movement brought in a greater
number of more traditional people. The
end result was that even though they might
have changed with the times, there are
certainly Texan Jews with very old Orthodox roots.
Henry Cohen, the Reform rabbi in
Galveston, was very instrumental in
welcoming the new immigrants. Were
there any Orthodox rabbis with the
same kind of influence?
Henry Cohen was very much your
typical 19th-century classical Reform clergyman. But he actually had an Orthodox
colleague in the city named Rabbi Yaakov
Geller. While the Galveston Movement was
going on and Cohen was getting most of
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the attention, Rabbi Geller was also
showing up at the docks, greeting the immigrants and directing them to kosher
facilities. Cohen did that when it was demanded of him, but it wasn’t his primary
concern. After all, most of the immigrants
were only there for a few hours before
taking the train deeper into the country.
What Rabbi Geller was doing was actually taking people to his house and feeding
them a real kosher meal, doing whatever
he could to accommodate the most religious among the immigrants.
In fact, the Geller family—which I believe
is still around—produced several generations of Orthodox rabbis in Galveston and
Houston, and they remained very traditional. So there was this side story going on
that paralleled what Cohen was doing. It’s
much less known, of course, because the
number of Orthodox Jews in Texas is so
small. There hasn’t been a ton of research
into this more traditional community.
It seems as if the hierarchy of the
Jewish communities in Texas
mirrored those in New York—an
older, well-established Reform
congregation, a newer Conservative
one, and even newer Orthodox Jews.
Yes, that’s pretty consistent, which has
something to do with the age of those institutions. The German Reform groups
came earlier, so all of the first large congregations in the big cities were Reform—that
is, with the exception of Houston, which
actually started out Orthodox and then
switched to Reform early on.
But don’t forget that the religious standards were different. As observed elsewhere, there was sort of a downshifting;
what’s considered Orthodox in Texas
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Quarantine stations in the Galveston port.

would maybe be Conservative in New
York, and what counts as Conservative here
would maybe be Reform. And New Yorkers
might say that what goes for Reform in
Texas is really Christianity. What passes for
Orthodox in New York doesn’t really exist
here very much with the exception of
Chabad and several yeshivah-type communities in Dallas and Houston.
Was there ever any real friction
between the Orthodox and Reform
communities in Texas?
Generally, no. Jewish communities in
Texas are very small, and even though there
were denominational fractures and multiple congregations in larger cities, there
has always been a sense of common identity and community even within these
diverse groups.
All of Texas’s larger cities have mutual
institutions—charitable federations and

Jewish community centers, for example—
in which all denominations participate.
The rabbis of the various denominations
nearly always knew each other and worked
closely together as friends and colleagues.
It has also always been common for individuals to belong to multiple synagogues
of different denominations, which they
might do for a variety of reasons.
Was there ever friction? Of course. There
were inevitably disagreements on ritual
matters that came up—halachic disagreements over burials or weddings, most
obviously—but they rarely if ever divided
Jewish communities in any significant way.
However, Gurwitz does indicate a certain
amount of skepticism when he dismisses
the Reform Jews of San Antonio as
“Yehudim.” There were many more Jews
like them than like him, but he barely mentions them at all. I guess that’s a kind of
friction.
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In the book, Gurwitz mentions
several rabbis who came to San
Antonio from New York. To what
extent did Texas rely on Jews from
elsewhere for their religious needs,
such as rabbis, teachers, sacramental
objects and kosher food?
That’s a good question. I can’t tell you
for sure, but I can make a few observations.
Gurwitz does mention a few people
coming from New York, so that must have
happened with some frequency. Furthermore, New York was the only place in the
country where certain things were available. For example, when Gurwitz wanted
to get his books published, he traveled to
New York to hire a printer. Clearly, there
were few, if any, elsewhere in the country—
and certainly none in Texas—with the
ability to produce a Yiddish-language book.
But it’s important to note that the other
things you mentioned—kosher food,

teachers, religious items, rabbis and Jewish
marriage partners—were available much
closer to home, if perhaps not in the same
abundance as in New York. There were
long-standing social and commercial networks connecting the Jews of Texas with
other large Southern and Midwestern
cities, notably New Orleans and St. Louis,
which could provide most of their needs.
For instance, in 1852, when the first
Jewish religious services were held in
Galveston, a visiting rabbi came from New
Orleans to conduct them. It would have
been quite unthinkable for one to have to
travel all the way from New York to dedicate a cemetery or perform a wedding. The
rabbis who took long-term posts in Texas
were from everywhere, including Europe,
and while most were educated in the
Northeast, very few were native New
Yorkers. In fact, I don’t think I can come
up with the name of a single one who was.
I would add that most of the items on
your list were readily available in some
quantity in Dallas and Houston, if not in
San Antonio. Jews in small towns traveled
frequently to larger cities for supplies and
worship services, and rabbis “rode circuits”

from big cities to small towns throughout
the state. Astoundingly, the rabbi in El Paso
served congregations as distant as Phoenix,
more than 400 miles away.
In fact, the Jews of Texas—to the extent
that they thought about it at all—thought
of themselves as Southerners or maybe
Southwesterners, and there was a certain
amount of resistance to identifying too
closely with New York. If any resources
could be found closer to home, they would
avail themselves of those. There was even
some provincial pride in not relying on
New York for anything.
Since we’re talking about Jewish
immigration to Texas, how did you
end up in the Lone Star State?
I currently live in Corpus Christi, but I
was born in Houston and grew up in
Dallas, where my parents still live. And
both sides of my family have been in Texas
for generations. One of my ancestors
founded the Jewish newspaper in Houston
back in 1908, which still operates as the
Jewish Herald-Voice. We go all the way back
to the late 19th century and the early years
of the 20th. Every branch of my family was

in Texas before World War II, so we’ve been
here quite a while.
The memoir was a captivating read.
While Gurwitz’s life wasn’t “strewn
with roses,” as he himself writes, and
some parts are extremely tragic, he
maintains a marvelous sense of
humor and a cheerful attitude
throughout. It’s a fascinating view
into a remarkable life.
That’s very nice to hear because those
were exactly my thoughts when I first read
it, and I thought it was something that
others needed to know about. And it
sounds like you read it very closely, too. I
really appreciate that. l
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The B’nai Abraham
Synagogue,
constructed in
Brenham, Texas, in
1893, is the oldest
Orthodox shul in
the state. In 2015,
the building was
moved to Austin,
Texas.
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