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Preface and Acknowledgments


I don’t remember the first time I saw Miami. My memories are imperfect vignettes, much like the faded photograph that sits on a bookcase in my parents’ home. A hotel photographer captured my sister and me in the flouncy chiffon dresses of the era. I recall, of course, beautiful beaches with foaming waves, but I also remember the licentious pleasures of the children’s dining room, where I ordered hot fudge sundaes with chocolate ice cream. Paradise on earth! And then there was the hotel porch with its white columns and comfortable chairs, where my sister and I—we billed ourselves as “The Dash Sisters”—performed “If You Knew Susie” to the delight and approval of my parents and grandparents. This was, I realize with an historian’s hindsight, exactly the type of uninhibited behavior that worried the more zealous professionals working with some of the Jewish defense agencies.1 “If You Knew Susie” belonged in the privacy of our room, not on the public porch where it might “generate” antisemitism among those who caught our act. Repeated visits to Miami added layers of impressions, a muddle of sensations.

I first saw Los Angeles on an early August morning in 1970. We were driving across the country on a trip to visit sites of historical interest and natural beauty, and approached the city from the east. Stopping at a roadside rest area on one of the mountains surrounding the city, we looked down on the sprawling streets that appeared to stretch limitlessly until they merged with a hazy horizon. Over us hung a heavy dull orange sky, the famous smog of L.A. Assuming L.A. offered neither historical interest nor natural beauty, we quickly drove through the city and headed north up the coast. Eight years later we returned to California. From our home in Santa Barbara we visited Los Angeles regularly, drawn not only by the pleasures of a big city but by friends, and friends of friends, who had moved there from the east. Then we saw another L.A.—one of promise, opportunity, the good life.

The idea of actually researching and writing about Jews in Miami and Los Angeles did not occur to me until 1984. That spring, George Pozzetta invited me down to Florida to participate in a conference on ethnicity in the Sunbelt. The conference members responded warmly to my paper on Jewish migration to the Sunbelt and encouraged me to research and write a book.2 The idea planted in Florida blossomed in Jerusalem. On a Fulbright to the Hebrew University I had the good fortune to teach a course on American Jews since 1945 with Aryeh Goren. As we struggled to shape a syllabus, we realized that we had to create an historical overview of the era, developing a chronology and periodization, selecting key events and turning points. The postwar history of American Jews had not yet been told.

When I returned to the States, I recognized that migration to the Sunbelt provided an ideal prism through which to view American Jews’ postwar history. Through migration, American Jews seized hold of their future and launched themselves on an odyssey into the postwar era. But they lived under the shadow of the destruction of European Jewry and in the euphoria, uncertainty, and demands that accompanied the birth of the State of Israel. Today we live in a world they shaped. Their choices redefined many components of American Jewish identity. Nowhere did the changes appear more vividly than in Miami and Los Angeles. The statistics confirmed my impressions: migration to the Sunbelt in the postwar decades translated into migration to Los Angeles and Miami. These were the pacemaker cities, the ones deserving an historian’s attention.

I began my research in New York, a city blessed with a wealth of resources. At the Jewish Division of the New York Public Library, the librarians graciously expedited my many requests. At the American Jewish Committee, Cima Horowitz in the library and Milton Krentz in the William E. Wiener Oral History Library provided valuable assistance. I also had the immense good fortune to meet Gladys Rosen, who shared with me her insights into Miami’s Jewish history, the fruit of several years of research. Later she invited me to tour her basement and then generously gave me cartons of material she had accumulated. My research on Miami benefited enormously from her diligence and intelligence. I refer to these files as the Rosen files, after their archivist. At the YIVO Institute of Jewish Research, Zachary Baker and Dina Abramovicz in the library offered useful aid and Marek Web and Frume Mohrer in the Archives patiently helped as I scoured American Jewish Committee records. Marek’s blend of professionalism and charm—who can resist being called meydele?—lifted my occasionally flagging spirits.

A Rapoport Fellowship in American Jewish Studies allowed me to visit the American Jewish Archives in Cincinnati. Abraham Peck and Fannie Zelcer facilitated my research there. Nathan M. Kaganoff [z” l] at the American Jewish Historical Society filled my mail and phone requests, making my brief visit exceptionally productive. Sharon Pucker Rivo at the National Center of Jewish Film accommodated my crowded schedule and guided me into the field of film research. A National Endowment for the Humanities fellowship supported research trips to Los Angeles and Miami, as well as a brief visit to the Library of Congress. In L.A. I had the good fortune to receive a warm welcome from Hannah Kuhn, the librarian at the Brandeis-Bardin Institute, and from Steven Lowenstein and Max Vorspan at the University of Judaism. The librarians and archivists at the Jewish Community Library of the Federation-Council, and the library of UCLA, including its Special Collections, assisted me. Several synagogue librarians and administrators also opened doors for me at the Stephen S. Wise Temple, as did Kala Ginsberg at Temple Adat Ari-El. A trip to Miami proved to be similarly productive. Henry Green at the University of Miami introduced me to the Mosaic project, while Beatrice Muskat at Temple Israel, Ruth Abelow and Helen Goldman at Temple Emanu-El, and Dori Goldman at Beth David offered generous assistance. In Israel I benefited from the expertise of archivists at the Central Zionist Archives and Steven Spielberg Jewish Film Archives. Menaham Kaufman wisely encouraged me to consult the United Jewish Appeal oral histories at the Institute of Contemporary Jewry of the Hebrew University.

Researching a past within living memories challenges an historian. I am indebted to the many individuals who shared their memories of Miami and Los Angeles with me, in formal interviews and casual conversations. They are acknowledged in the notes, as are the oral histories I consulted. I would be remiss, however, not to single out an early interview with Wolfe Kelman [z” l], who shared with me his exceptional understanding of religious developments during the postwar era and an extraordinary series of interviews on a Friday in July 1989. Bud Hudson, reluctant to talk in much detail about his own migration from New York to Los Angeles, arranged for me to interview the Mavens, a wonderful group of guys who made new homes and lives for themselves and their families in the San Fernando Valley. Although I was able to use only a fraction of their stories, the book has benefited enormously from their generous spirit.

A similar generosity of spirit animated the many colleagues and friends who took time from busy schedules to read and critique chapters and work-in-progress. Miriam Cohen, Richard Cohen, Judith Goldstein, Eileen Leonard, Charles Liebman, Deborah Lipstadt, Peter Medding, Ezra Mendelsohn, Mary Shanley, Gerald Sorin, and Patricia Wallace gave me valuable criticisms. I also learned from opportunities to present material in public forums. I especially appreciate the comments of Selma Berrol, Michael Ebner, Marc Galanter, Robert Goldberg, Jeffrey Gurock, David Hollinger, Walter Nugent, Bruce Phillips, Riv-Ellen Prell, David Rothman, Martin Ridge, Moses Rischin, Joel Schwartz, Jan Shipps, and Alan Trachtenberg. Marc Stern urged me to examine the files of the Commission on Law and Social Action of the American Jewish Congress, and I am grateful for his prodding and insight.

Another type of vital help came from institutions and individuals who recognized the value of the project. Pamela Brumberg and William Frost at the Lucius N. Littauer Foundation encouraged me in spirit and substance. The foundation’s support allowed me to write and helped in final preparation of the manuscript. Samuel Norich, executive director of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, very early expressed his enthusiasm and enabled me, during the year I served as research director, to devote myself to the book. My friends in the Department of Religion at Vassar College—especially Betsy Amaru, Robert Forma, John Glasse, and Lawrence Mamiya—let me take what seemed to them like an endless number of leaves of absence required to research and write the book. Vassar College also generously supported me through several grants-in-aid, including a final grant from the Salmon Fund. I appreciate as well the University Seminars at Columbia University for assistance in the preparation of the manuscript for publication. Ideas presented here benefited from discussions in the University Seminar on The City.

Several research assistants speeded a long process. A former student and Vassar graduate, Cindy Sweet, first helped me determine the dimensions of the research. Elliott Gertel scoured newspapers for me. Jennifer Breen shared her research on Exodus as did Elizabeth Weaver on tourism to Israel. I was fortunate in having the aid of some competent Vassar students, especially Brian Sokol. Mikhael Moore transcribed tapes (a boring task). Roberta Newman did the photo research; her knowledge and skill translated my rather inchoate ideas into real pictures. Marcia Kerstein Zerivitz at Mosaic helped locate many photos of Miami.

When I thought that all was finished, I received unexpected and invaluable help from my editor, Joyce Seltzer. Her attention to argument, language, and coherence inspired me to tackle the text again, to clarify and condense. I learned from her and from her assistant, Cherie Weitzner, who peppered the manuscript with queries that sent me back to the computer to rethink and rewrite. Because of their care and skill, I have written a better book.

There is finally another kind of aid that I have constantly relied upon, but not without gratitude. My family truly made possible the research and writing. Trips to Los Angeles were affordable on fellowships because I could always count on sleeping on my cousin’s couch. Glynnis Golden and her son, Gabriel, turned work into pleasure (and Glynnie’s mastery of L.A. freeways and streets ensured that I never got lost). My grandmother, Bella Golden, never hesitated to give me the keys to her North Miami Beach apartment. My parents, Irene and Martin Dash, offered unfailing enthusiasm. Irene read and critiqued several chapters. Mordecai Moore did some research at crucial moments. Mikhael Moore surprisingly took up the challenge of reading one chapter; his comments—both critical and praiseworthy—helped me see what still needed to be done. Both sons managed as teenagers graciously to put up with a mother who appeared endlessly fascinated with what happened in two cities at a time before their birth.

There are three people who did more. They read and critiqued draft upon draft; they listened and argued over lunches and dinners to ideas and interpretations; they managed somehow never to grow bored, never to lose interest; they cheered me when I was discouraged; and they pointed out the work yet to be done when I thought I was finished. Without them, the book might never have been written. Paula Hyman and Aryeh Goren shaped this book in ways they cannot imagine. MacDonald probably can imagine his impact, but he deserves to know how much it mattered to me. I am beholden in gratitude and love. Needless to say, I am also solely responsible for what lies between these covers.

WASHINGTON HEIGHTS, NEW YORK CITY

August 1993



1
On the Threshold



Modern consciousness entails a movement from fate to choice.

—PETER BERGER The Heretical Imperative



Nineteen forty-five marks a turning point for American Jews. That year they crossed a threshold to embrace the fulfillment promised by America. Behind them lay the immigrant working-class world—their parents’ world of passionate politics and a vibrant Yiddish culture, their childhood world indelibly associated with New York City and the other large cities of the Northeast and Midwest. Before them stretched the American century—their century. The future glittered most vividly in the opportunity America offered them to begin again, its tantalizing promise of a fresh start in new territory. As native-born Americans, Jews faced the future with anticipation and trepidation. Between the provincial past and boundless present loomed the horror of World War II. The war transformed American Jews, disrupting their ties to a familiar world and propelling many of them out of their homes into a mass migration across the continent.

The destruction of European Jewry ruptured American Jews’ living link to their European past. The Holocaust shattered an era of European Jewish cultural innovation and religious renewal. The rich European Jewish community that had sustained American Jewish life through immigration and provided world Jewry with intellectual, moral, and religious leadership lay in ashes. The disaster left the New World as the remaining hope for a Jewish future in the diaspora. American Jews, long considered exotic provincials by their European brethren, now confronted an awesome burden of ensuring Jewish security and survival. This task they neither anticipated nor welcomed.1 The end of World War II forced them to face their responsibility for world Jewry in a radically altered Jewish world. Having survived the war unscathed, American Jews forever lost their provincial isolation.

After the war American Jews began a journey that would rival the mass migration of their immigrant parents. The decision to abandon the big cities for a new frontier charted a course for the rest of the century. While many Jews chose to settle in suburbia, a significant minority opted for the open society of the emerging sunbelt. In the postwar era Jews discovered Houston and Dallas, Atlanta and Phoenix, and especially Miami and Los Angeles, cities on the verge of enormous growth. “Let me tell you, to me when I came here the first time, I had a feeling that I had come to Paradise,” Isaac Bashevis Singer admitted. “First of all the palm trees. Where would I ever see a palm tree in my life?” Then there was the fresh orange juice. “That first sip was nothing less than ambrosia, especially after such a long journey.”2 Singer’s initial impressions of Miami were far from unique. Jews thought Miami and Los Angeles possessed the earmarks of an earthly paradise: unending sunshine, the bluest of blue skies and the cleanest of clean air, an enormous expanse of ocean, miles of unspoiled sandy beaches, streets lined with tall palm trees, and a relaxed, easygoing style of life, a foretaste of eternal life itself.

Miami and Los Angeles present a peculiar perspective on postwar American Jewry. Preeminently cities of newcomers, they showcase American Jews unconnected to old routines. Jewish communities without long-established hierarchies and institutions flourished in the “land of young people looking for a future and retired folk reviewing the past.”3 Miami and Los Angeles lacked accepted patterns of deference to an entrenched leadership. Communal life was bland but also malleable and welcoming. These cities let Jews be whatever types of Jews they wanted to be. When they chose to be Jewish or liberal, to support the establishment of the State of Israel or the separation of church and state, Miami and Los Angeles Jews were not just fashioning an identity for themselves. Their decisions placed them in the vanguard of American Jewish life because they were freely taken. By migrating to Miami or Los Angeles, American Jews initiated a process of change. In typical American style they proposed to start anew.

Yet in their choices Miami and Los Angeles Jews drew upon childhood memories derived from an upbringing on the streets of a big American city like Chicago or New York. Memories of such rugged urban realities enhanced the beauty of Miami and Los Angeles. Recalling crowded, vertical, dark, and dirty cities, American Jews marveled at the clean, spacious, open, horizontal quality of Miami and L.A. In the daytime the cities were bathed in light, from the omnipresence of sunlight to the popularity of white and pastel-colored buildings. At night, streets were quiet and empty; in the morning, sounds of birds filled the air. Signs of prosperity abounded: almost everyone seemed to own an automobile—a luxury in the Northeast and Midwest—and most people lived in private, single-family houses with flowers and fruit-bearing trees in the gardens.4 Even the sweet smells signaled a reality sharply at variance with the acrid fumes of coal-burning heaters and incinerators. The pace was more leisurely, less harried. The long train journey to reach these two cities helped set them apart from mundane America.

Los Angeles appeared more like clusters of small towns strung together along broad, straight streets than like the nation’s third largest city. Visiting L.A. during the war, the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre compared it to “a big earthworm that might be chopped into twenty pieces without being killed. If you go through this enormous urban cluster,” he wrote, “… you come upon twenty juxtaposed cities, strictly identical, each with its poor section, its business streets, night-clubs and smart suburb.” Ironically, at the center of the city’s structure stood the single-family detached suburban house, normally on the urban periphery. Miami barely made it into the ranks of big cities, so meager and dispersed was its population. “Miami, renowned as a gay, metropolitan playground, is also a quiet community of individual homes and gardens, and is rapidly recovering from its spectacular, adolescent growth,” observed the WPA guide. “Wide stretches of vacant lots, overgrown with scrub palmettos, give these outlying sections a ragged, straggling appearance.” Both Miami and Los Angeles devoted extensive acreage to farms within their county limits.5 Seeing the external physical reality, American Jews imagined a corresponding internal one. The conspicuous absence of multistory slum tenements, for example, signaled a lack of poverty to American Jews. What made Miami and Los Angeles so attractive was their contrast with cities that most American Jews called home.6

Prior to World War II over 40 percent of American Jews lived in New York City, and another 10 percent lived in Chicago. With a handful of other big cities—Philadelphia, Boston, Cleveland—these accounted for the preponderance of American Jews. These cities shared much in common with such smaller industrial cities as Milwaukee, Detroit, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, and Newark. Ethnicity animated their neighborhoods, influenced occupational distribution, and dominated politics. Jews were one ethnic group among many. Jewish religion, culture, politics, and occupations stemmed from immigrant origins. “Down the street were Orthodox Jews, up the street were Zionists, in the middle of the street were shtetl Jews, get-rich-quick Jews, European humanist Jews,” recalled the writer Vivian Gornick of her East Bronx neighborhood. Divisions among Jews—of class, birth, background, ideology, and religious observance—ultimately paled before differences separating Jews from other immigrants, mostly Catholics, many from peasant cultures. Their interaction with each other, and with the local, often Protestant, elites, shaped each city’s character.7

Like their fellow city dwellers, Jews reckoned their ethnicity as part of the common coin of urban discourse. Those who grew up in the city, especially the children of immigrants, quickly acquired a streetwise savvy as they navigated patterns of daily life, walking from home to school, running errands at local stores, visiting relatives, playing games, meeting fathers returning from work at the subway or elevated stations. Occasional trips outside of the neighborhood reinforced through contrast a sense of the familiar.8 Immigrants in the multiethnic metropolis each marked their separate turfs, defining both differences and shared aspects of urban culture. Where each group chose to settle influenced its perceptions of its collective identity.

In every city except New York, Jews were simply one minority struggling among others. Jews in New York City enjoyed the luxury of numbers and diversity. Almost two million strong and roughly 30 percent of the population, they were, in fact, the city’s largest single ethnic group. Because of their critical mass, their internal differences did count. New York Jews could separate themselves from their fellow Jews on the grounds of ideology or religion, class or politics, and still find enough other similar Jews to fill an apartment house, an organization, or even a neighborhood. Gerson Cohén, the future chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary, grew up speaking Hebrew in an immigrant household, an unusual pattern of Jewish family culture. When he was a teenager, he met a Polish boy who had studied “within the Hebrew secular system of Poland. He and I played ball together, talking away in Hebrew, from which I drew the following inference: New York City was a place where people, however isolated they were from the mainstream, did not need to be alone.”9

The diversity and numbers of New York Jews allowed them to settle large sections of the city and to endow those areas with a Jewish ambiance. Growing up in East Fiatbush, Victor Gotbaum remembered that section of Brooklyn as “really insulated, wrapped in a false sense of security, what with Jews to the left of you and to the right of you and across the street from you.” Although they shared the streets with other ethnics, New York Jews often were remarkably provincial. “Much later,” the labor leader continued, “I was impressed when my Chicago friends told me that right across the street there might be a Polish family and a Polish gang ready to get you. I never had that problem. Neither did most Jews raised in Brooklyn. When you went to school the minority would be two or three non-Jews per class.” The writer Grace Paley “grew up being very sorry for Christians. My idea was that there were very few of them in the world.” Kate Simon knew that Italian immigrants lived on the east side of Lafontaine Street in the Bronx, but she considered them “just Jews who didn’t talk Yiddish. They didn’t go to synagogues, either, but a lot of Jews didn’t. Most of them went to church only on their high holy days, like Jews.” Comfortable in their own world, New York Jews rarely ventured outside of it. “The Jewish immigrant world branded upon its sons and daughters marks of separateness even while encouraging them to dreams of universalism.”10

Living in New York, Jews understood the ineluctable quality of Jewishness. It dictated not only how one spoke, where one lived, the schools one attended, one’s choice of job but even one’s politics and friends. “The Jewish community enclosed one, not through choice as much as through experience and instinct, and often not very gently or with the most refined manners.” The author Irving Howe’s reminiscences ring true. “What you believed, or said you believed, did not matter nearly as much as what you were, and what you were was not nearly so much a matter of choice as you might care to suppose.” Indeed, the flip side of ineluctability was naturalness. Being Jewish came naturally in New York; it required virtually no special effort. It was part of being a New Yorker, or to be more precise, of being from Brooklyn or the Bronx. “Growing up in the Bronx I didn’t feel Jewish, nor did I not feel Jewish. ‘Feeling Jewish’ is something that occurs to people only when they already see some alternatives to being Jewish,” Howe continues. “Growing up in a Jewish family that spoke Yiddish, as I did, made it all a natural environment. I had no distinctive consciousness that there was any choice or alternative.”11

In Chicago and Philadelphia, Cleveland and Boston, Jews possessed a more acute awareness of their minority status. “It is no wonder, at least to me, that I was in my late teens before I dared go inside Brooks Brothers in Boston,” the journalist Nat Hentoff admitted. “The name, the look of the place, the look of the salespeople I saw through the window, all signaled that they would smell the ghetto on me and not make me welcome.” Hentoff grew up “in a three-story apartment house on Howland Street” in Roxbury, Boston, not far from Blue Hill Avenue, the main Jewish shopping thoroughfare. A substantial distance separated Jews from their Christian neighbors, both Catholic and Protestant. Irish Catholic Boston during the Depression revered Father Coughlin, the antisemitic radio priest. On Sunday excursions in the car, Hentoff listened to Coughlin’s sermons with his family “and felt hunted too. None of us had the slightest doubt, on those Sunday afternoons, that pogroms could happen here too.”12

In Philadelphia, most of the neighborhoods “were strictly segregated.” Even Jewish builders were reluctant “to sell to Jews.” One builder recalled that “as a kid in the models, I was told to warn any buyers coming in who happened to be Jewish that the rest of the neighborhood was all Gentile.” Looking back, Marvin Orleans observed that the Jewish builders, including his father, “were not too crazy about selling to Jews for fear of what it would do to their market.” In Chicago, as Jews left the West Side, the slum area that housed many different immigrant groups, they moved to sections of the city that rapidly acquired substantial Jewish populations.13

Although some Jews invested in single-family homes, many remained renters.14 Renting facilitated mobility, and Jews moved often from one apartment to another depending upon their changing fortunes. To move to a new neighborhood—to change the view from the kitchen window—meant to exchange an old ethnic identity for a new one, to abandon tradition for modernity. Jews living on the Lower East Side of Manhattan looked out onto narrow, densely crowded streets, often filled with pushcarts. Wash hung from clotheslines strung across the rear yards. Yiddish and English signs adorned the tenement facades advertising the coexistence of workplace and residence. By contrast, Jews who moved to the Bronx saw from their windows wide, clean streets filled with criss-crossing patterns of fathers traveling to and from work, children heading to school or at play, and women making the rounds of shopping in local stores. Striped awnings covered windows in the summer, laundry often hung on the roof to dry, and pushcart markets cluttered only a handful of streets.15

In contrast to the new cities where Jews would soon move, the organized Jewish community in the northeastern and midwestern cities presented a picture of institutional completeness. Schools of all types—religious, congregational, communal, Zionist, Yiddishist, socialist, communist—and of all levels—elementary, secondary, vocational, college, teacher training, graduate—flourished or expected to flourish. Jews established hospitals, orphanages, old-age homes, homes for delinquents and for unwed mothers, community centers, settlement houses, and young men’s and women’s Hebrew associations. Gender provided a fulcrum for organization, and women’s organizations represented a wide political and religious spectrum. Even occupational groups reflected ethnic background. There were organizations of Jewish public school teachers and policemen, unions of Jewish garment workers and bakers, of Yiddish writers and social workers. Most numerous were the small societies of Jews from the same hometowns in the old country, landsmanshaftn. These groups directly linked Jews with their European cousins. Religious activities increasingly fractured along denominational lines with growing distinctions among Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox. Finally, national Jewish organizations, from fraternal orders to Zionist groups, participated through their branches in local city life.16

From the individual club, synagogue, lodge, or union local, a network of coordinating groups extended up from the neighborhood to the city and often to the national level. Even many of the landsmanshaftn coordinated their activities through nationwide federations. Such organizational structures allowed individuals to rise to positions of leadership and to adopt a cosmopolitan perspective on the issues of the day. Growing up in a labor Zionist home in the Boston working-class suburb of Chelsea, the Jewish communal leader Jack Katzman remembered the many movement guests who regularly filled the house. “We were a part of something that was as big as the whole Jewish people, as wide as the world.”17

Jews found in politics a broader sense of identity as well as a vision of a better American society. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s liberal New Deal policies provided an ideology and a faith, along with practical proposals to solve pressing problems of the Depression. “Roosevelt, to many American Jews,” writes the journalist Stephen Isaacs, “was the next thing to Moses. To many who had left religion, he was the new Moses.” Roosevelt’s coalition politics united Jews with their fellow urban ethnics, overcoming antagonisms that separated them in the cities and giving them a common stake in making a better America.18

Despite the influence of New Deal politics, local city elites held their power tightly. Any Jew aspiring to a leadership position faced discrimination. In Philadelphia, “in 1940, a class of WASP gentlemen still dominated the business and cultural life of the city as their ancestors had since colonial days.” As Howe realized when he entered City College, “Authority and power in the city and the world were not Jewish.” Denied access to leadership in metropolitan society, Jews developed their own parallel elites within the Jewish community. These wealthy men controlled most of the influential Jewish communal organizations, especially the citywide coordinating and fund-raising Jewish Federations.19

Although few Jews growing up in the big cities in the 1930s were aware of the extent and diversity of Jewish organizational activity, most participated in public expressions of Jewishness and many engaged in activities under Jewish auspices. Urban Jews knew about synagogues, even if they did not attend them, as most did not; indeed, they were as likely to walk by them on the streets as they were to pass a church. Similarly, Jews were conscious of the Yiddish dailies that shared the newsstands with the English papers, and they experienced the rhythm of the Jewish calendar because on Jewish holidays they refrained from school or work or shopping like other neighborhood kids. In the metropolitan milieu even the secular worlds of work, commerce, and recreation reflected Jewish associations. Special sales in local stores coincided with Jewish holidays like Rosh Hashanah or Passover, promoting patterns of consumption linked to Judaism. Strikes in Jewish industries, especially the garment trades, resonated throughout the streets of Jewish neighborhoods. Young Jews just might play basketball or attend a dance at the local Jewish community center; the lucky ones would spend summer vacations at Jewish country resorts, cottages, or camps; and all had some friends who became bar mitzvah at the age of thirteen.20

Just as young Jews were aware of a Jewish world, they were similarly conscious of limitations and discrimination. One didn’t have to encounter antisemitism to know it existed, even to plan one’s life and tailor one’s aspirations so that one would avoid it. “I knew that I was a good student and that I was going to apply for graduate school,” Maxwell Greenberg, a Harvard-educated lawyer recalled. “I knew that there were quotas in various graduate schools. I also knew that if I worked very hard and made good grades, and did everything that was expected of me by my parents and by society,… I would qualify for graduate school.”21 Jewish vocational patterns often reflected this reality. Few Jews tried to obtain engineering degrees, for example, because prospects for employment were slim. Some Jews changed their names to increase their chances at jobs in large firms.22 But most navigated the prejudice and discrimination as facts of life. Compared to violent antisemitism in Europe, the American brand seemed tame.

Then the war came and uprooted Jews from their established routines, comfortable neighborhoods, and mundane affairs. Initially, however, the war didn’t seem to change their lives. Jews read the papers, raised funds, and sent packages of food to help Polish Jews, the newest victims of Nazi attack. They protested and urged their political representatives to help rescue Jewish refugees desperately trying to leave Europe. They signed affidavits of support to assist near or distant relatives obtain visas. They helped the Yishuv, the Jewish settlement in Palestine, as it struggled against the encroaching reality of war. But at the same time they held banquets and dinners to raise money for their local synagogues and hospitals. They continued their intramural political struggles. They celebrated the ordinary rounds of holidays and family occasions, births and weddings, bar mitzvahs and confirmations.

When the United States declared war in December 1941 after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Jews threw themselves into the war effort together with their fellow citizens. Some young Jews did not wait to be drafted, but enlisted in the armed forces. Many shared Nathan Perlmutter’s sentiments: When asked why he wanted to join the Marines, Perlmutter told a surprised recruiter, “I want to fight Fascism.” But only a minority chose to leave college as Perlmutter left Georgetown University to enlist. The majority followed the more common track of continuing to work or remaining in school until called by their draft board. A few intrepid individuals battled American antisemitism just to enlist, the experience of one recent Yale graduate, Martin Dash. Rebuffed by biased New York recruiters who refused to enlist him in the Navy’s officer corps, he went down to Baltimore to use his relatives’ address to sign up. Seymour Graubard faced similar problems with Air Force Intelligence. A Columbia Law School graduate, Graubard had a deferral from the draft but “was insistent on getting into action. All my non-Jewish friends were accepted, but my application was lost three times running. I was finally informed by a sympathetic Air Corps officer that the Air Corps didn’t want Jews.” Graubard then pulled strings to get a commission in the Army. A handful of Jewish pacifists faced a different dilemma. Convinced that World War II “would be an imperialist one,” committed Jewish socialists like Paul Jacobs had to decide: “Should we or should we not support the Allies against the Nazis and the Italian Fascists?”23

Approximately 550,000 Jewish men and women served in the United States armed forces during World War II, the equivalent of thirty seven divisions. The participation of 11 percent of the Jewish population in the service—50 percent of the men aged eighteen to forty-four—ensured that few Jewish families would not have a close relative in uniform.24 Widespread involvement in the military turned Jews into fighters. They became seasoned soldiers, competent in handling arms and comfortable in taking risks. The experience changed their lives, their perceptions of the world, and their selfunderstanding as Jews.

Military service lifted Jews out of their cities and sent them to bases located often in the rural areas of the country, especially the South and West. The first encounter produced a kind of culture shock. “I was in a strange land among people who hardly spoke my own language,” wrote one GI from Brooklyn. “On this foreign soil one could not find lox or bagels or pumpernickel. Here Southern fried and grits were the popular delicacies.” To many Jews’ amazement, “this foreign soil” was indeed America. The United States turned out to be a Protestant nation, not a Catholic one. Jews in the armed services discovered a world beyond their provincial neighborhoods. “Most of us were kind of insulated,” Abe Shalo remembered, “… we had very little knowledge of the rest of the country. Whatever we learned about the United States was for the most part from geography books … we knew very little about the people.” And the geography books “didn’t tell you how different the average American was.” Jews acknowledged their surprise upon realizing how Protestant the United States was. They had mistaken the heavily Catholic cities of their childhoods for the entire country.25

The army introduced many Jews to racial discrimination and prejudice. One recruit stationed in Virginia observed a Jim Crow incident on a bus—a Negro soldier who refused to sit in the rear was forced to get off. Writing back home to Brooklyn, he described the matter and concluded: “It is about time that all JIM CROW laws were abolished in the South. … Such a move would prove how truly and genuinely we mean our war aims.”26 This awareness and anger at civil discrimination and its contradiction of clearly articulated American wartime ideals stimulated in many Jews a commitment to civil rights.

The armed forces gave Jews a new perspective on antisemitism. Greenberg remembered that the first time he was “labelled a Jew or a kike was in the Army.” His experience was not uncommon. “You know, Dad, there is anti-Semitism. I have found it in the army,” wrote Lillian Kimberg, a WAC. Although most Jewish soldiers encountered antisemitism in the service, many thought that daily living together reduced prejudice. Kimberg discovered that “many of the girls have never seen a Jew.” But she felt that, as “a representative of my religion,” she “showed them that Jews are people like all other in the world.” Some were less sanguine about the impact an individual could make. Victor Gotbaum recalled many incidents and “statements about our cowardice and Jewish unwillingness to fight. I was deeply upset by it. Here we were fighting the Nazis, and then this madness in the United States Army!” Most contended that as they approached the battlefield, antisemitism declined and that it disappeared completely under the pressure of battle. Leon Uris wrote to his father in 1944 that he “fought beside Catholics, Protestants and Mormons, Indians, Irish, Italians, Poles. They liked me because I was a good man and a regular fellow.” After two years of serving in the Marines in the Pacific, the future novelist was convinced that “it’s not the religion we look at, but the man himself.”27

Corresponding to this perception of a declining antisemitism came renewed respect for Judaism by Jewish GIs. Jews turned to religion in the armed forces to assert their identity. “It could only happen here,” Albert Eisen wrote to his mother. “I went to Jewish Services tonight. I think I can count on the fingers of one hand the times I have gone before. However,” he explained, “as a minority, it becomes necessary for us to declare ourselves to those who, unfortunately, are imbued with anti-Semitic sentiments.” A few actually did find comfort in religion, despite a militantly secular and radical Jewish upbringing. Harold Paris grew up in Brooklyn within such a milieu and “was never religious. Now I somehow want to be very much. I go to services on Tuesday and Friday,” the nineteen-year-old admitted to his immigrant parents, somewhat apologetically. “I feel better when I do. It gives hope for things to come.” Surveying Jewish soldiers’ attitudes to Judaism immediately after the war, Moses Kligsberg argued that they “perceived in it an imposing and powerful force.” The war strengthened their identity as Jews.28

Chaplains, by contrast, marveled at how little Jews knew about their religion and culture and, correspondingly, how strong was the appeal of kosher salami and gefilte fish. Morris Adler concluded from his experience as chaplain what subsequent Jewish population surveys would confirm; namely, how the plethora of American Jewish organizations touch just a handful of American Jews. As a rabbi, he never realized “the extent and depth of the widespread, militant, boundless ignorance of matters Jewish which characterize large sections of Jewry.” Searching for an analogy, he suggested that “they are Israelites of a pre-Sinaitic era. It is not that they have turned their backs upon Judaism but that they have never faced it.” Rabbis and Jewish leaders “do not have to overcome a bitter opposition and rejection. Culturally, we are presented with a tabula rasa,” Adler exclaimed.29

Fighting for their country empowered American Jews. In the armed services they came to identify with America and its ideals. “This feeling of affiliation with a great power and the sense that they are symbolizing the principles for which this power went to battle” made many of the same young Jewish men “begin to consider the Jewish religion as a positive asset.” A Jewish chaplain thought that because the military “respects the heritage of the Jew and encourages the active identification of every fighting man with his religious civilization,” Jews left the service with both components of their identities as Jewish Americans enhanced. Kligsberg concluded that almost all “came back from the war with a feeling of pride in their Jewishness, with an awakened interest in Jewish life and with a readiness to carry out actively certain Jewish responsibilities.”30

Jews serving in the army in Europe experienced the liberation of the Buchenwald concentration camp as a turning point where their Jewish and American identities intersected. As American soldiers they recognized the horror of antisemitism and their need to be Jews. The distinctiveness of World War II for American Jews crystallized then. “I came out of World War II with such a feeling of guilt that I felt I had to do something,” Marty Peppercorn admitted. Growing up in the Bronx, “I had been a typical Jewish boy raised in a Jewish home, accustomed to Jewish values, and certainly my friends were all Jewish. Then, during World War II, after going into the DP camps and observing what went on, I became ardently Jewish.” As the dimensions of the destruction of European Jewry unfolded, the war took on new meaning for Jewish GIs. The war strengthened their Jewish and American identities and produced an assertiveness that contrasted with prewar patterns. “Something happened to me in the Army of Occupation,” Gotbaum mused. “The war was over, and soon after we entered a little town in Germany I went to all possible religious services. … I had to go to a synagogue and be with other Jews.”31

Even professional Jewish soldiers recognized how powerfully the revelations of the camps influenced their own behavior. Irving Heymont of the U.S. Third Army was placed in charge of the Landsberg displaced-persons camp in September 1945. In his first speech before the inmates, the twenty-seven-year-old major articulated his identification with the Jews forced to live there. “As I speak to you tonight, I can also be called a sort of DP he told his audience. “We know what you suffered in the Nazi concentration camps—and not just through newspaper reports. My regiment liberated a concentration camp.” Many years later Heymont concluded that “the few months I spent at Landsberg had a greater impact on my outlook on life than any other experience in my careers, including infantry combat in both World War II and the Korean War.” Though he was unaware of it at the time, Heymont subsequently reflected that “Landsberg made me a conscious Jew again—not a religious Jew, seeking the ways of the Lord—but an affirmed member of the Jewish people.”32

Jewish Socialists and Communists filtered the discovery of the death camps through their ideology. Jacobs, who never was sent overseas (perhaps, he speculated, because of his known Trotskyist background), remembered that when the German war crimes trials began, “I was not very much interested in them. My feelings of political ambivalence about the war were still fairly strong, although they had been shaken by the ghastly photos of the concentration-camp victims,” he admitted. “But I couldn’t help reflecting bitterly how neither the United States nor Britain had done very much to help either the Jews or the political victims of the Nazis until after Hitler marched into Poland.” Despite his army service, Howe recalled that “at war’s end we didn’t know much about the Holocaust…. It took a couple of years for a horror of such immensity to sink in.” Pondering his delayed reaction, he speculated, “It may be that by then I had become less ideological and more responsive morally.” Kligsberg thought that “the greater the estrangement, the stronger was the blow and spiritual shock when they came face-to-face with the Jewish tragedy in Europe.”33

For those who stayed at home, distance muted the horror of the extermination of European Jewry. Accounts appeared in the press, especially the Jewish papers, surrounded by descriptions of battles and the destruction of war. American Jews responded by contributing generously to the war effort. They purchased millions of dollars of war bonds; the working-class Brooklyn Jewish neighborhood of Brownsville bought fifteen million dollars’ worth. Civilian defense volunteers wrote letters to servicemen and ran canteens for soldiers home on furlough. Jews participated in blood drives and scrap metal drives; they collected old clothing and books and magazines. In addition, Jews contributed to specifically Jewish organizations to rescue refugees, support the Yishuv, or save Jewish scholars and their students. They also raised substantial moneys for Russian War Relief; in Philadelphia thousands gave through landsmanshaftn, B’nai B’rith lodges, and women’s auxiliaries and sisterhoods. Even such insular Jewish communities as the six thousand Syrian Jews in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, enthusiastically supported the home front.34

News of the mass murder of European Jews touched some of the most prominent Jews working in Hollywood and on Broadway. Upon hearing of the Nazi extermination of the Jews, several luminaries pooled their talents in 1943 to create We Will Never Die, a memorial to the two million murdered Jews and a militant call for action to FDR. Written by Ben Hecht, directed by Moss Hart, produced by Billy Rose, with music by Kurt Weill, the pageant included a cast of a thousand led by such famous stars as Paul Muni, Edward G. Robinson, John Garfield, Claude Rains, Luther Adler, Burgess Meredith, and Jacob Ben-Ami. Hecht hastily wrote a script using eyewitness accounts of genocide smuggled out of Europe and given to him by the labor-Zionist intellectual Hayim Greenberg. The pageant involved the audience as a congregation in an act of faith.35

The pageant called upon its audience to mourn its dead and affirm its future. It presaged the birth of a new American Jewish popular culture willing to turn both history and politics into a mélange of drama, entertainment, and affirmation. As the ticket holders entered Madison Square Garden on March 9, 1943, they faced a stage draped in black with a giant bima, suggesting a synagogue interior. Above two forty-foot tablets of the law floated the Star of David, and above that flew the Stars and Stripes. The orchestra played Kol Nidre, the opening prayer of the Yom Kippur service; fifty rabbis and cantors chanted; then Muni and Robinson, the narrators, slowly called out the names of ancestors, linking them with the newly dead. The second episode depicted Jewish soldiers fighting under the flags of eighteen allied nations—all except their own. The militant message could not be mistaken. “We Jews of Europe are being killed as Jews. Give us the right to strike back as Jews.” At one of the low points during the war, these Jews demanded: “Let the Star of David be one of the flags that enter Berlin.” A long round of applause filled the hall.

The final section eerily anticipated the war’s end. At a huge negotiation table sat representatives of the Axis and the Allies, but no Jews, because “they have no land to represent them at the table of judgment,” because “there will be no Jews left in Europe for representation when the peace comes. They will have been reduced from a minority to a phantom.” The phantoms themselves stood on the table, each telling its tale of atrocity, each pleading, “Remember us.” Asking the audience to pray “for the voiceless and Jewish dead of Europe,” the narrator closed the pageant with Kaddish, the prayer for the dead.36

In the spring of 1945, American Jews watched in shock and disbelief as the sweet fruits of allied victory turned bitter under the staggering revelations of the death camps. The Allies won the war against Hitler too late to rescue most European Jews. Not until General Dwight Eisenhower invited the press corps and politicians and moviemakers to tour Buchenwald did the horror strike home. Shepard Broad found it hard to believe the catastrophe until the Allies “actually physically entered the concentration camps and saw the disaster.” Like Broad, Peppercorn knew what had happened, but it didn’t really register. “My indignation was there but I never could visualize just how physical and malignant this whole thing had been… And some of the things I’ll never forget as long as I live. I guess I can still smell them.” Only when they saw photographs and films of living human skeletons in striped uniforms, mountains of dead bodies, bulldozers pushing corpses into mass graves, piles of human hair, baby clothes, and eyeglasses, did American Jews realize, most for the first time, what had happened.37 Susan Sontag calls it “a negative epiphany.” She came across photographs of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau “by chance in a bookstore in Santa Monica in July 1945. Nothing I have seen—in photographs or in real life—ever cut me as sharply, deeply, instantaneously. Indeed,” she writes, “it seems plausible to me to divide my life into two parts, before I saw those photographs (I was twelve) and after.”38

American Jews reeled under their losses, trying to make sense of the disaster. The six million murdered during the six long years of war destroyed a third of the Jewish people and almost two-thirds of the Jews of Europe. “Our tiny people has sacrificed twenty-five times more lives in this war than Great Britain on all her battlefields, on the sea, under the sea, in the air and throughout the years of bombings. This is in absolute figures,” wrote an anguished editorialist. Liberation not only came too late for European Jewry, but it also failed to liberate those who survived, the refugees or displaced persons, DPs for short.39

Aghast at the ravages of antisemitism, Zionists demanded free Jewish immigration to the Yishuv in Palestine and the establishment there of a Jewish commonwealth. Jews were losing patience with the politics of gestures. The Jews—“and they alone—are told to wait; to stand outside; to watch the remnants of their people ground to death in Europe … while the gates of Palestine, where they would be welcome as nowhere else in the world, are forcibly shut upon them,” yelled the American Zionist Emergency Council. Frustrated at the continued unwillingness of the victorious United Nations to pay attention to the Jewish plight, American Zionists escalated their campaign to win converts to their cause among Americans of good will and among the rank and file of American Jews. “The ghosts of 5,000,000 dead already haunt the forthcoming Conference in San Francisco,” that would establish a permanent international world organization. “We ask the world how great must this ghastly company grow before the voice of those still living will be heard?”40

If the Allies were reluctant to listen, especially Great Britain, which controlled immigration to Palestine, American Jews were ready to act. Convinced by the war of the virulence of antisemitism and the need to fight it vigorously, they swelled the membership rolls of American Zionist organizations and began to politick in earnest. “I became a Zionist after World War II, thinking that Jews, with their lives in jeopardy, must have a haven somewhere on this planet,” the union leader Gus Tyler recalled. Others went further in their conversion to Zionism. Even when in recent years it became fashionable to attack Israel or criticize its shortcomings, many of these Zionists demurred. Talking at a casual gathering of fellow labor leaders with the Israeli consul many years after the establishment of the state, Gotbaum refused to join in the friendly criticism. “I guess I’m an emotional party-liner in this case,” he told his colleagues. “Since I helped to liberate Buchenwald, I feel Zionism as a faith. I can never be critical of Israel.” In the war’s aftermath American Jews transformed faith into politics.41

American Jews learned more than the bitter lessons of Jewish political impotence from the war. They acquired new perspectives on themselves and their country through their participation in the armed services of the United States. American wartime propaganda declared the struggle against the Axis to be one between democracy and fascism, between the values of equality and those of racism, between freedom and totalitarianism. Patriotic fervor also enlisted most American religious groups. Shortly after the war in Europe began, the president of the Jewish Theological Seminary incorporated the Conference on Science, Philosophy and Religion and Their Relation to the Democratic Way of Life. The conference included seventy-nine leading American thinkers and religious figures. Seeking “to create a framework for the preservation of democracy and intellectual freedom” in response to the rise of European totalitarianism, the conference proclaimed that American ideals were rooted in biblical tradition and sustained by the biblical religions of Christianity and Judaism.42

The concept of a Judéo-Christian tradition of democracy gained widespread currency as the American alternative to fascism. American fascist and antisemitic groups had preempted the term Christian in the 1930s. Judeo-Christian suggested an antifascist basis for democratic values. The idea “was to invoke a common faith for a united democratic front.” The American way did not include prejudice and discrimination. Although the war failed to eradicate antisemitism in the United States, wartime propaganda discredited it.43

Even Jews remaining at home identified the American victory as a Jewish one, feeling strengthened by it. The legal scholar Robert Burt remembers how as a youngster he celebrated V-E day in Philadelphia with his maternal grandfather, a “relentlessly secular” Russian Jewish immigrant. When “the unconditional German surrender was announced” in May 1945, he writes, “my grandfather immediately went into his basement and returned arms filled with small American flags, party hats, horns, and other noisemakers and bags of paper confetti. We dressed for the celebration and went out into the street, where he outfitted other neighborhood children.” Burt’s account would not be unusual, except that his grandfather later admitted that “on the day the war began … he had bought all of these supplies and stored them for the inevitable day when America would win the war. And the relevant triumph for him,” Burt recognized, “was not the final end, not when the Japanese surrendered four months later. The victory was in Europe. It was also, as I think he saw it, a victory over Europe.”44 Over a Europe that had persecuted Jews for centuries.

Perhaps the war’s mixed messages to American Jews complemented each other. If Jews could be targeted for destruction and could not rely upon the world’s democracies for a timely rescue, then they had to rely upon themselves. The logic of the Jewish need for independent political power—a state of their own—pressed upon American Jews. A United Jewish Appeal activist after he left the service, Peppercorn thought that almost everyone was “motivated toward the creation of a Jewish state.” He had no doubt that it was “the solution” to the DP camps.45 The war gave American Jews a new self-confidence. As Americans, Jews could rely upon themselves; they could fight antisemitism and win. The American victory in the war was their victory as much as anyone else’s. The dawn of the American century marked the start of their own self-confident era, American Jewry’s era.

The war had disrupted American Jewish society, fueling new movements, releasing previously untapped energies, exploding the boundaries of a provincial urban world. Participation in the service interrupted the lives of many young Jews. Some found it impossible to return home to pick up the tangled threads of family, work, and education that had been attenuated during their military years. Their war experience had unsettled them; they had seen too much to resume their mundane lives where they had left them. “One quick furlough home” to Chicago’s West Side convinced writer Clancy Sigal “that my beloved old neighborhood was a slummy shtetl, my hangout pals narrow-minded schlumps. Along with practically the entire West Side younger generation which fled either to Chicago’s northern suburbs or to California, I took off without a backward glance.”46 Like Sigal, these footloose young men sought greener pastures, a fresh future filled with promise, a chance to try something new freed from familiar constraints. They remembered the other America they had glimpsed during training, or en route to the Pacific war theater, or perhaps while recovering from a wound. With a brash self-confidence they decided to pioneer thousands of miles away from home. Eager for another adventure, they determined to take a chance, to rely upon themselves.

Nowhere did the possibilities to start afresh, unhampered by the mistakes and burdens of the past, appear as vividly as in the two American dream cities by the ocean. These vacation paradises, with their gentle ocean breezes and brilliant sunshine winter and summer, beckoned American Jews. Miami and Los Angeles, two cities of gold, promised newcomers a present and a future. The present was a glorious taste of heaven on earth. “Miami Beach is an unreal, six-year-old’s dream of heaven,” the historian Hyman Berman marveled on his first visit.47 The future lay ahead, filled with whatever one wanted to make of it. Here was the perfect setting for American Jewry’s new age.



2
Entering Heaven



Here I was in California where oranges were growing on trees and the sun was pouring down like melted butter…. I didn’t know, I thought I was going to heaven.

—MICHAEL KANIN Oral history memoir, American Jewish Committee



During World War II Eddie Zwern, a second generation Jewish boy from the Bronx, enlisted in the Army. Zwern was stationed briefly at Fort Ord, California, before going overseas. Captivated by the California sunshine and lifestyle, Zwern told the Army that his wife, Pauline, had moved to the state. He figured that his lie would get him back to California when the war was over since he didn’t have money for a cross-country trip. So eager was he to reach California that he didn’t even call Pauline when he landed at Fort Dix, New Jersey, at the end of the war. Discharged on the West Coast, Zwern took his two hundred dollars mustering-out pay and invested in Army surplus pants at fifty cents a pair. Going from door to door and from garage to garage in Los Angeles, he quickly sold his supply. Only after accumulating enough money to rent a furnished apartment did Eddie call Pauline to tell her to come to Los Angeles. The Zwerns were a compatible couple: When Pauline arrived she, too, fell in love with the City of Angels, and Eddie gladly went back to the Grand Concourse to close up their apartment on Fordham Road.

Their friends and family thought they were crazy: “Everybody said we’d be back in six months.” Instead, gradually all five of Eddie’s brothers as well as his sister and Pauline’s three brothers and two sisters packed their bags and settled with their families in Los Angeles. “Relatives would come out to visit, next thing you know, they’re making plans. You’d come out here in January, and you’d leave snow-filled streets in New York.” Looking back, Eddie estimated that he and Pauline were responsible for the migration of over 250 Jews to Los Angeles. When Eddie brought his parents out to visit in 1948, they “didn’t want to go home. My father had arthritis,” he recalled, “here he is walking around in a T-shirt. That don’t happen back East.” One auspiciously scheduled winter visit usually was enough to convince any tourist to stay.1

Eddie Zwern was a postwar Jewish pioneer, and his story is a modern American frontier tale. His account contains elements critical to understanding the transformation of American Jews after World War II: growing up in a northeastern metropolis, marriage, military service, discovery of the West, the lure of sunny California, the ambition to succeed starting with very little money and no special training, and the reconstitution of family through chain migration. This postwar story harks back to classic tales of Jewish immigration to the United States. Leaving his wife back in the “old home,” Zwern arrives alone with two hundred dollars in his pocket, equivalent to the twenty-five dollars sewn into many immigrants’ coat linings. He builds himself up, rising from door-to-door sales of army surplus to a secondhand clothing store to a series of pawn shops. And during it all he is investing in real estate. Like his immigrant forbears, his prosperity comes with the prosperity of his city of choice, Los Angeles. Its booming economy and rapidly growing population provide a natural escalator for Zwern’s ambition and hard work. Indeed, choosing the right city was an important ingredient in his subsequent economic success. “For New Yorkers,” Eddie recalled, “Los Angeles was virgin territory.”2

Zwern’s life story typifies the experience of a significant segment of American Jews who left the old Jewish neighborhoods of the large cities of the Northeast and Midwest and created new urban Jewish centers in the South and West. Thousands of Jews came to Los Angeles after the war. In the late forties, sixteen thousand new residents poured into Los Angeles each month. Jewish communal estimates suggested that during the peak year of 1946, five hundred Jews arrived each week, or over two thousand a month, making them roughly 13 percent of the incoming residents. Such large numbers unsettled the established Jewish community, a minority of less than 5 percent of the total county population prior to the war.3 The steady streams of migrants to L.A. allowed it to overtake Chicago by the early 1960s to become the nation’s second city.

Jewish enthusiasm for the City of Angels surpassed that of other Americans in the postwar era. Jewish migrants more than doubled the city’s Jewish population, from 130,000 before the war to over 300,000 in 1951. Everyone, it seemed, was a newcomer: Only 8 percent of adult Jews in 1950 had been born in the city. By the end of the decade, only one Jewish household head out of six could be considered an old-timer, that is, a prewar resident. From the perspective of 1958, over half of all Jewish household heads had arrived in the thirteen years since the war’s end and over half of that number had come during five brief years. Since Jews settled in Los Angeles at a more rapid rate than other Americans, Jews made up an increasing percentage of the local population. Communal estimates ranged widely, but all noted the increase. Some figures indicated a rise from 4 percent to 7 percent of the county population, while others suggested from 9 percent to 18 percent of the residents in many sections of L.A. Seventh among the nation’s cities in numbers of Jews prior to the war, Los Angeles ranked second behind New York City within a decade after the war. By the 1960s only New York and Tel Aviv exceeded L.A. as the world’s largest Jewish cities.4

Getting to Los Angeles wasn’t that difficult, despite the thousands of miles separating it from established centers of Jewish settlement. Some came by car. In 1945 a “motorized hegira” of migrants swept the Southland. The Los Angeles Times described the new home seekers as former war-plant workers, discharged servicemen, and Easterners. Often newcomers took the train, especially those unlikely to own cars, a category that included many New York Jews. Ben Leftgoff discovered the train’s advantages on his trip out. After finishing his stint in the Navy, he and his brother-in-law boarded the train back to the West Coast. “We had a layover in Chicago; we had to wait a day and a half,” Leftgoff recalled. “I asked one of the gals who was han.dling the tickets at the time whether she couldn’t possibly get us on a little sooner.” His persistence paid off, and when the train pulled out of Chicago, Leftgoff got lucky. “The very next day, I was sitting in what they called a club car at the time. The seats faced the center. And this beautiful young lady came over, and she just sat opposite me. And I nudged my brother-in-law, and I said, ‘you know Rich, believe it or not, but that’s my wife.’” The “young lady” was traveling to visit relatives in Los Angeles. It was a long train ride but a short courtship. Three weeks later on the Fourth of July, Leftgoff married the woman from Chicago and they settled in L.A.5

A few migrants arrived with jobs or the promise of work, but most came on their own initiative, seeking employment. The boomtown, gold-in-the-streets image of Los Angeles in the minds of some Jews recalls the fantasies their parents and grandparents held of America, the goldene medina, as they prepared to leave their east European homes. The odyssey of Murray Getz, a second-generation Jew who grew up in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, echoes the immigrant saga. Getz discovered California through his army service. After receiving his discharge, he “met a guy in New York who was there on a buying trip,” Getz recalled. “He was in the costume jewelry business, and I was driving a laundry truck in New York City for the Brighton Laundry.” When Getz said he was planning to go to California, the buyer told Getz to call once he arrived. Los Angeles’s promise of opportunity attracted Getz. “I thought I could do better for myself than driving a laundry truck,” he remarked. So he left New York with his wife for the “clean, nice town” that he remembered. When he got to L.A., he called the buyer and landed a job as a salesman. Getz hoped to earn a modest forty dollars per week selling women’s accessories. On his first week out he made four hundred dollars. He was astounded. He found a furnished apartment in Hollywood on Kingsley Drive for twenty-three dollars a month and settled down with his job as a traveling salesman. Soon he was working for himself in his own wholesale accessories business.6 Getz’s L.A. experience, albeit not his substantial financial success, was typical.

The Army introduced Jews not only to California and Los Angeles but also to the American South. Although much of the South was rural and poor and not particularly attractive to urban Jews, many of those serving in the Army Air Forces Technical Training Command discovered Miami Beach when the corps decided to train its officers there. The first five hundred enlisted men arrived on February 21, 1942, and bunked at the Boulevard Hotel. The Army Air Corps leased the Miami Beach Municipal Golf Course for a dollar a year, setting it up as the school’s headquarters and drill ground. Gradually the army took over 85 percent of the Miami Beach hotels. Twenty-five percent of the Air Force officer candidates and 20 percent of the enlisted men trained at Miami Beach. The Air Force transformed the vacation paradise. It stationed soldiers in hotel rooms and drilled them in the streets, on golf courses, and in Flamingo Park. Restaurants were converted into mess halls. A blackout darkened the city every night. “With night clubs closed and ‘lights off’ on the shoreline, with gasoline rationed and the races prohibited, Miami just did not attract the regular northern” vacationers, one wartime visitor observed. Nevertheless, the promise of life on the Beach captivated many soldiers who vowed to return. Family and sweethearts coming to visit their men in uniform also found the Beach appealing and thought of moving down.7

When the war ended and the Army gave the hotels back to their prewar owners, Miami Beach began to boom. One old-timer looked at the changes and quipped that the three A’s built Miami: the army, airplanes, and air conditioning. Although far smaller than Los Angeles in 1940, Miami experienced an enormous influx of temporary residents during the war. Many “got sand in their shoes,” that is, they decided to stay. Not only did former GIs and their families return to the paradise they remembered, but other northerners also sought out Miami’s sunshine and clean air. The population of the city of Miami, 172,000 in 1940, increased to 249,000 by 1950. In the following decade it moved into the ranks of large cities, attaining a population of 325,000 by 1964. Miami Beach, a separately incorporated city, enjoyed an impressive growth rate of 65 percent. The number of permanent residents reached 46,000 in 1950, up from 28,000 before the war.8

Estimated at only eight thousand prior to the war, Miami’s Jewish population mushroomed. The number of Jews doubled in five years to sixteen thousand. Then the rate of growth really soared. In the first five years after the war, the Jewish population increased over 300 percent to fifty-five thousand by 1950, far outstripping the solid 57 percent growth in the general Miami population. An average of 650 Jews arrived each month, and they came at the same rate for another five years. Within the brief span of the postwar decade, the migrants transformed Miami from a small provincial concentration of sixteen thousand Jews into a major urban Jewish center of 100,000 residents.

Although the phenomenal Jewish growth rate slowed after 1955, it continued to exceed the general influx. A small fraction of Miami’s residents at the end of the war, Jews made up 15 percent by 1960. Then roughly 140,000 Jews lived in Miami, putting it in sixth place just behind Boston among the top American cities in Jewish population. Even more than Los Angeles, Miami was a city of newcomers. A mere 4 percent of the Jewish population had been born in the city. Virtually everyone had come from someplace else.9

Jewish migrants to Miami and Los Angeles not only came at a faster rate but they left homes different from their white counterparts’. Most non-Jewish white migrants came to Los Angeles from states west of the Mississippi River, earning L.A. the nickname “the capital of Kansas.”10 Mexicans, African Americans, and Japanese were the important visible minorities in Los Angeles, and like Jews, each group constituted a small fraction of the total population. The 1950 census reported 311,000 Hispanics (7 percent), 219,000 African Americans (5 percent), and 38,000 Japanese (less than 1 percent) in the Los Angeles metropolitan area. The majority population was white, Protestant, and native-born; in fact, 85 percent of the adults were native-born. Of the foreign-born whites, the largest numbers came from Mexico and Canada.11

Miami attracted many southern whites, largely from rural areas, and some Catholics. Not until 1958, however, were there enough Catholics to warrant establishing a Miami diocese, which included the sixteen southern Florida counties. At that time approximately 185,000 Catholics lived in the new diocese, “a missionary situation,” according to one historian. Although the numbers of African Americans also increased, they remained 14 percent of the population, a relatively small minority for a southern city.12

Jewish migration represented a city-to-city movement rather than a shift from country (or small town) to city. Most of the Jewish newcomers left cities east of the Mississippi and brought to their new homes considerable social skills acquired from living in large metropolitan centers. Only a tiny fraction of Jews lived in rural areas in the mid-1950s, a pattern quite unlike the general U.S. population. A mere 3.5 percent of the American population, Jews made up 8 percent of the nation’s urban residents. In fact, Jews lived almost exclusively in America’s big cities. Migration did not change these patterns; most Jewish migrants settled in only a handful of southern and western cities.13

Jews moving to Los Angeles and Miami were participating in the postwar population shift to the South and West. The passion for moving gripped so many millions that observers feared Americans were becoming “a nation of strangers.” But Jews were also following and developing their own migration networks. Not surprisingly, their mobility reproduced a pattern of concentrated dispersion. By 1960, as in the prewar period, 75 percent of American Jews lived in only five states. Jews remained significantly segregated from the general American population despite the impact of World War II and more than a decade of substantial internal mass migration. Alone among American religious groups, Jews maintained “one of the most distinctive” patterns of population distribution. Only 16 percent of all counties in the United States had more than one hundred Jewish residents.14 However, given the urban choices, especially the rapid growth of such southwestern cities as Houston and such southern cities as Atlanta, the popularity of Miami and Los Angeles among Jews suggests the particular lure of a leisure lifestyle. Eighty percent of all Jews moving south after the war settled in Miami, and 70 percent of all Jews heading west landed in Los Angeles.15

The American ideal of living the good life—a vision of ease glamorized by Hollywood—attracted Jews to Miami and L.A. Jews loved the casualness and lack of formality of these resort cities. The possibility of living out of doors appealed to them. “Palm trees, the weather, the lifestyle,” Leftgoff summed it up. “I thought it was casual, it was the type of lifestyle I’ve always dreamed I’d like to live in.” The balmy weather, blue skies, and bright sunshine spelled a life of ease, more often associated with vacations than with the mundane reality of work. “I’d always wanted to go to California because I hated getting out of the subway in the wintertime,” Mark Itelson confessed. The premium Jews placed on mobility, their desire to change the view from the kitchen window and thereby to change themselves, spurred them to pursue their American dream of paradise. “All ethnic and religious groups,” noted the sociologist Erich Rosenthal, have “the moving spirit.” However, he continued, “there is some indication that the Jews have a higher amount of this ‘moving spirit.’” Jews saw in Miami and Los Angeles the chance to combine vacationing and daily living into a year-round package—a compelling vision. Nathan Perlmutter found it hard to resist. Initially reluctant to leave New York and his job with the Anti-Defamation League’s main office, Perlmutter visited Miami “and of course I fell in love with it. I fell in love,” he explained, “not with substantive issues, but with palm trees and with blue and green waters, with the climate, and with the Spanish style architecture in Coral Gables and Miami Beach.”16

“The palm trees especially made a great impression on me,” the Yiddish writer Isaac Bashevis Singer confessed. When he first arrived in Miami Beach in the winter of 1948, he stood on the balcony of his hotel room and stared at the palm trees for hours. Then he wrote articles about Miami Beach for the Jewish Daily Forward. “I had discovered the palm tree. I told them my impressions about the palm trees, how they are like trees and not like trees, how different they are. They created a mood in me, and maybe in other people, too,” he speculated. More than anything, palm trees symbolized the American paradise. They grew only in that “strange land” beyond the gritty northeastern and midwestern cities. To live beneath one summoned up images of contentment inaccessible to those who stayed behind in New York or Chicago, Philadelphia or Boston. “In New York, I never saw a tree!” Getz exclaimed, describing his initial reaction to Los Angeles that enticed him to move. Trees grow in Brooklyn, of course, but not palm trees. Miami and Los Angeles tempted Jews with a vision of heaven on earth.17

The prospect of leisurely living that Jews found so alluring depended upon the urban economies of Miami and Los Angeles as well as their fabled setting. Both cities were boomtowns, and their urban metabolism a boom metabolism. After each boom the old Los Angeles “looked hopelessly ancient.” In fact, each new economic spurt remade the city so that it was as if it were born anew. But none compared with the postwar one. “Prewar Los Angeles was a matter of ancient history; wartime Los Angeles was rapidly disappearing and a new city was rising,” wrote one observer. In 1940 Los Angeles was the nation’s leading agricultural county and eighth in industrial production, a collection of villages with citrus groves within sight of most homes. But postwar growth shattered this momentary equilibrium.18

The Federal government’s hand could be seen in the wartime prosperity of Miami and Los Angeles, especially in the growth of their new economies. Plentiful jobs in booming industries attracted many Americans seeking work. The historian Gerald Nash describes what occurred in the West during the war years as “a metamorphosis.” Ten percent of all federal moneys spent during World War II went to California, though it was only one of forty-eight states. These sums capitalized entire industries, including rubber, aluminum, and aircraft. Buoyed by $40 billion in Federal investments, Californians exuded “an unbounded optimism about their future based on the expectation of unlimited possibilities.” Federal money also brought the technology that provided the basis for a postindustrial economy and the military installations that helped develop a service economy. Nash concluded that “by 1945 the war had transformed the West and made it the pace-setting region of the nation.”19

Like Los Angeles, Dade County, “aptly called the Land of the Tomato Kings,” led Florida in agricultural production in 1940. Unlike Los Angeles, building construction was Miami’s leading industry, followed by dairying. Most of Miami’s work force found employment in retailing that catered to the tourist trade. A small Southern city and pleasant vacation resort, Miami’s transformation after the war was just as startling as L.A.’s. “Miami can best be described,” wrote one new resident in 1955, “as a semi-dignified boom town. Since the close of World War II it has been the mecca for the rich and those who would be rich. It is simultaneously a health resort for cardiacs, asthmatics and arthritics and a haven for the confidence man, swindler and gambler.” From a wartime port and training center, Miami became the convention capital of America, the gateway to Latin America, a major airplane hub, a modern city of a million inhabitants. Miami’s growth drastically altered the character of Dade County. Dade became the state’s leading manufacturing, commercial, and financial county as well as its most populous one.20

Florida and Miami also benefited from Federal investments, especially in aircraft and aluminum, and in military installations, although the dollar amounts never reached such large sums as in California. The federal government used military training centers and contracts for shipyards and aircraft plants to boost the South’s economy. The Army built forty airfields throughout Florida during the war, and the Army and Navy operated a total of nine major airfields in Miami alone. The armed forces contributed significantly to Miami’s record statistics that showed the city leading all world ports in international air travel from 1940 to 1946. Eventually the Federal government spent four billion dollars on military facilities in the South, or over one-third the national total. A comparable sum went to defense contracts awarded to public and private installations in the region.21

In transforming the economies of Miami and Los Angeles, the Federal government helped attract Jews to these cities because Jews sensed the heady optimism and openness of a boomtown. Both cities promised a life of leisure that blurred distinctions between work and play. Yet the City of Angels tempted Jews with a different vision of opportunity than did Miami. They saw an open city and a chance to make themselves over in their own image. Like their immigrant parents, Jews migrating to Los Angeles sought personal success and risked losing the nurturing ties of family and friends in the hope of finding prosperity. Their daring set them apart from their peers. The Jewish journey to Los Angeles took an unexpected turn: It became a postindustrial migration, primarily of young individuals. By contrast, those who set off for Miami remained within familiar categories of mobility. Jews heading south did not turn their backs upon past associations but attempted to extend them to embrace the pleasures of sun, sea, and sand. As I. B. Singer recognized, “Miami Beach was a continuation of the little town.” Gradually two different types of migration streams flowed to L.A. and Miami.22

A promise of easy affluence complemented the vacation aura, setting Los Angeles apart from eastern and midwestern metropolises. Paul Sperry’s parents had “talked for twenty years of moving to California,” the singer recalled. “I think that my father sensed that the L.A. business was a wide open thing.” In fact, there were whole industries in Los Angeles—petroleum refining, insurance, finance, and mining, for example—that were largely closed to Jews or in which Jews had little hope of rising beyond entry-level work. But most Jews saw opportunity in Los Angeles, not discrimination.23

Opportunity accompanied by ambition often proved more compelling than an actual job. Many migrants took up new lines of work, switching their occupation as they changed their home. Ben Perry, an engineer, worked for five years as an office manager after leaving the Bronx for Los Angeles in 1952. A year later Brooklyn-born Isidore Rosenthal arrived from Pennsylvania with a degree in economics. Rosenthal took what turned out to be a fourteen-year job as a furniture salesman at the May company, a large Jewish-owned department store. When Lenny Gottlieb left Manhattan’s Washington Heights for Los Angeles after his war service, he answered an ad in the classified section of the newspaper and met his future business partner, a German Jewish refugee. “We got along great together,” Gottlieb remarked. He stayed in the sportswear manufacturing business.24

Unlike relocations sponsored by large American companies, Jewish moves usually were self-motivated and unrelated to specific work requirements. Not until large, stable Jewish communities were established did substantial numbers of Jewish professionals follow the first ambitious migrants. Peter Antelyes recalled that when his dentist father arrived in Los Angeles in the late 1950s, an existing Jewish community afforded him a foothold in this new territory. Although the family was still living in temporary housing, his father knew he had to get started. So he walked into Cohen’s jewelry store and introduced himself: “You’re a Jew, I’m a Jew,” he said, “send me people who need to have their teeth fixed.” To both jeweler and dentist this seemed like a reasonable proposition.25

Initially many Jews came not as pioneers but as tourists. With money in their pockets from postwar prosperity, they sought a congenial vacation spot, not a new home. Tourist advertisements enticed Northerners and encouraged them to explore an exotic world. “Yes, Miami is orange juice, coconuts, stuffed alligators, flamingoes, palms and mangoes. It’s everyone’s dream come true—and it’s yours for the taking!” exclaimed one ad in the New York Times. Southern California and Miami together accounted for over $700 million in tourist trade in 1949.26 Many future settlers first tasted the pleasures and possibilities of Miami and Los Angeles on winter visits. Some became regular “snowbirds,” living for three to six months under the Florida or California sun and then returning to the North and East for the remainder of the year. Others became “snowflakes” because they made several short trips each winter season. But many, especially parents with children, ultimately decided to stay. The striking contrast with the cold, snowy cities of the Northeast and Midwest, the relaxed and casual style of living outdoors, encouraged them to imagine they might live as if on an endless vacation were they to settle in Miami or Los Angeles. One contemporary observer thought that “the gap between work and play in Los Angeles must be narrower than in any other great city.”27
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