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			to elsie—the matriarch of the shemin family—and to ina, emanuel (father to Sara) and leon burstein (father to Dan), all of whom embody the Shemin spirit, and to all the children, grandchildren, and generations yet to come of the extended Shemin family, who inspired us to write this book.
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			Ceremony naming the William Shemin Midtown Community School in honor of Sgt. William Shemin, November, 2019 (Courtesy of Julie O’Connor).
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Preface

			Welcome to The Ivy Hero, the true story of Sergeant William (Bill) Shemin. Our tale will take you back in time over one hundred years and all the way up to present day. Bill Shemin is the grandfather of one of the authors of this book (Sara) and was the first cousin of the grandmother of the other author (Dan).

			Bill Shemin was an American soldier who fought in World War I. He was dedicated, fearless, and brave. As you read these pages, you will understand why he is a hero. But what about the “ivy” part? 

			Sergeant Shemin fought with the U.S. Army’s 4th Division, which is known as the “Ivy” Division because the Roman Numeral for 4 is composed of an I before a V—IV—so its nickname is “IVY.” But there’s a more poetic reason as well. The Ivy Division’s motto, mirroring the way the ivy plant itself grows, is “steadfast and loyal.” After serving in World War I in the Ivy Division, Bill Shemin used the ivy plant as the logo for his tree and plant business. And “steadfast and loyal” was how he lived his life.

			You will meet more than one hero in this story. 

			In addition to Bill, you will learn about his daughter, Elsie Shemin-Roth. She waged her own battle for many years after Sgt. Shemin’s death to have the U.S. government award him the Medal of Honor that rightfully should have been awarded him at the time of his service in World War I. 

			You will also meet Henry Johnson, an African American soldier who, like Bill, fought bravely and heroically in World War I—not far away from the battlefields where Bill fought in France in 1918. Like Bill, Henry Johnson’s bravery in saving his fellow soldiers’ lives went unrecognized with a Medal of Honor in his lifetime, even though his actions certainly called for one. 
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					Private Henry Johnson during World War I (Courtesy of the United States Army).
   

		
			William Shemin was discriminated against because he was a Jewish American, and there was a pronounced mood of anti-Semitism in the United States in 1918 that is, unfortunately, once again on the rise today. Henry Johnson was discriminated against because he was African American at a time when African Americans were severely discriminated against in the U.S. Army and throughout American life. 
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					Sergeant William Shemin during World War I (Courtesy of the Shemin Family Archives). 
   

				
			Although much progress has been made, racial and religious discrimination have been with American society from the birth of our country to the present day. The struggle for equality and freedom continues, as people try to make the United States a “more perfect union.” The pain and suffering of war and discrimination run through this story, but it has a hopeful ending. And so much can be learned from the lives and experiences of these heroes! 
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			Before you start reading, there are a few things you should know about the design and organization of this book.

			Words that are in bold are defined in the Glossary at this link.  


			Special material appearing with its own title in a box with a yellow background is a “Sidebar,” and provides further insight to the main story in the book.


			At this link, you will find some questions that relate William Shemin’s life experiences to those of today’s young people and students—you may find these interesting to think about.

			A website for this book provides more information and will be regularly updated: www.TheIvyHero.com. We invite your comments online at the website. 
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			We hope you enjoy the story we have brought to life from our family history as much as we enjoyed writing it.

			—Sara & Dan

		

	
		
				
					[image: ]
			
		
			Pairing of Sgt. William Shemin’s 4th Infantry Division’s ivy insignia with an actual ivy cutting, by Evelyn Trichon and Elsie Shemin-Roth.



   
	
		
			Ivy is not boastful like a rose, but steadfast and sturdy. When you try to cut it down, it simply grows back. The beautiful emerald leaves glisten in the sun and cover the ground with the softness of spring and the resilience to survive the winter. No matter what, ivy is a survivor.

			—tonya elisha mele,  Teacher
William Shemin Midtown Community School
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			The Brave Life of Sergeant William Shemin
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			Daughters Ina Shemin Bass and Elsie Shemin-Roth receiving their father’s Medal of Honor from President Barack Obama at the White House on June 2, 2015 (Top photo by Staff Sgt. Bernardo Fuller, United States Army, Courtesy of the United States Army. Photo of medal courtesy of the Weitzman National Museum of American Jewish History, 2018.24.1, Gift of Elsie Shemin-Roth and Ina Bass. ).

	

		

	
		
			
What Is a Hero? 

			We are a nation—a people—who remember our heroes. We take seriously our responsibility to only send them when war is necessary … We never forget their sacrifice. And we believe that it’s never too late to say thank you.

			—president barack obama
Medal of Honor Ceremony for William Shemin and Henry Johnson, 
the white house, 2015

			What makes a hero? 

			Is it someone who can save the world like Superman? 

			The finest heroes are ordinary men and women who do extraordinary things. 

			Heroes perform acts and deeds of strength and character. They inspire us! 

			Great military soldiers sacrifice everything to defend our freedom.

			William “Bill” Shemin was a hero to everyone who knew him. 

			He was a hero on the playing field. 

			He was a hero in war. 

			He was a hero to his entire family.

			In 2015, almost one hundred years after Bill Shemin bravely fought in World War I, President Barack Obama awarded him the Medal of Honor, the highest military award in the United States.

			A hero can change the world and the people in it. How did William Shemin become a hero?

			The Shemin family came from a small town called Orsha in what is today Belarus, near Russia. In the 1890s, this river town had a population of about 13,000. More than half of the people who lived there were Jewish. 
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			At that time, ethnic groups were being attacked for their religious beliefs. Violent attacks to destroy the Jewish people and their homes were called pogroms. Bill’s parents fled the pogroms in search of a better life in America. 

			
				
					Anti-Semitic Laws in Russia

					In Russia in the 1890s and early 1900s, anti-Semitic laws often kept Jews from owning or working the land. They also sometimes prevented Jews from getting an education. By coming to the United States, Jewish immigrants were able to find a safe place to work and make a life that was forbidden in Russia and Eastern Europe. The Shemin family believed in the values of hard work and education. Even though America was not free from anti-Semitism, the United States offered far more opportunity for newly arrived Jewish immigrants than Russia did.

				

		
			They settled on the Lower East Side of New York City. The city was filled with immigrants from Russia and Europe. Jewish residents sometimes called each other “landsman.” This was a Yiddish word used to describe Jewish people who came from the same places overseas and ended up living side by side in America.

			In the late 1890s, Bill Shemin was the first child born on American soil to this newly arrived American family. Destined to be big and strong as a teenager and an adult, Bill was a whopping fifteen pounds at birth. After about a year, the family moved to Bayonne, New Jersey, which became Bill’s permanent home. 
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					Bill at age 1 (Courtesy of the Shemin Family Archives).
   


			Bill was the light in his parents’ eyes. He was also a tough kid who loved to learn. And he was a great athlete!

			Bill loved sports—all sports.
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			left: Bill at age 2. right: Bill at age 8 with his younger sister, Min (known later as Mildred) at age 6 (Courtesy of the Shemin Family Archives).
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			Bill as an athlete: wrestler, football star, and baseball player for the semipro Bayonne Sea Lions, circa 1912 (Courtesy of the Shemin Family Archives).


		
 
			He was a long-distance swimmer. He wrestled. He boxed.
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			Bill convinced his parents to set up a boxing bag in the basement to practice his hooks and jabs.

			Bill liked to play football. And he was good at lacrosse. 

			But he loved to play baseball. 

			In fact, Bill Shemin was good enough at baseball to get scouted and recruited for a team called the Bayonne Sea Lions at age fifteen.  

			They paid Bill to play. 

			He was just a teenager!  

		
				
					Bill’s Competitive Nature

					Growing up, Bill took great pride in his neat handwriting. However, he was always the runner-up in the annual school penmanship contest. Year after year, even though Bill was edged out by one girl in the class, he never gave up trying to do his best and win the award. Bill Shemin was a born competitor. Everyone admired his beautiful handwriting. 

				

		
			In his junior year of high school, Bill saw an advertisement in a magazine. 

			“DO YOU WANT TO BE A FOREST RANGER?” 

			At the age of sixteen, Bill did not know what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. Maybe he could go to school and learn how to be a forest ranger? Working outdoors appealed to his sense of adventure.
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			(Courtesy of the Shemin Family Archives)


		
			Bill applied to Ranger School and was accepted! Now he needed to convince his parents to let him leave high school early to attend this ranger program. Going to the first-ever forest ranger school training program in America was a huge opportunity. Would his parents let him attend?

			No problem!

			He persuaded them.
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