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“ As a feminist and aging activist, I found Prohibition Wine compelling. This book highlights the importance of giving voice to women’s stories as part of American history. It is relevant today as current generations of immigrant women rise up to the challenges of life. It touches the lives of all of us across multiple generations as we all cope with the pandemic challenges. Prohibition Wine is powerful narrative and inspiring read!”


— JOAN DITZION, LICSW, co-founder of Our Bodies Ourselves and co-author of all nine editions of Our Bodies, Ourselves; Ourselves And Our Children; and Our Bodies, Ourselves: Menopause


“ We first meet a feisty teenaged Rebecca Goldberg fleeing a Cossack and later as a young widow who became a bootlegger. Hats off to Marian Knapp for uncovering this powerful story of her grandmother and sharing it with us!”


— PAMELA S. NADELL, author, Director of the Jewish Studies Program and Patrick Clendenen Chair in Women’s & Gender History at American University


“ Marian Knapp’s reconstruction of Rebecca Goldberg’s life as a Jewish immigrant, a struggling widow and mother, and a Prohibition-era bootlegger―both confirms and confounds our preconceived notions of the history of American Jewish women. This little book goes deep into the archives, telling a story that heightens our understanding of the past and our empathy for those who lived through it.”


— MARNI DAVIS, author of Jews and Booze and Associate Professor, Georgia State University
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In memory of


LOUIS GILBERT
who became “the man” of
the family at age fourteen.


LENA GOLDBERG BOBROW
who secretly carried pints of
illegal booze to local officials.


EDWARD GOLDBERG
who searched the roadsides and
dump for pocket-size bottles
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Rebecca Wernick Goldberg was my grandmother. I met her only once, but don’t remember because I was too young. She died when I was eighteen months old before any real-life happenings had fixed themselves in my memory. Even though I have no concrete image of Rebecca to carry with me, her presence was very much a part of my growing up.


For many years, when my father Lou, my aunt Lena, and uncles Eddie and Joe gathered, I listened to their stories about their childhoods and what they and their mother did to survive daunting, dismal circumstances. Lou and Eddie wrote soulful stream-of-consciousness autobiographies with an aura of disbelief on how they managed to get through it all. Lou focused on how he overcame traumatic events and ultimately conquered formidable barriers. Eddie wrote about lacking a father to guide him through his early life. Lena told me stories about her siblings and intimate details about Rebecca that her sons never knew. My aunts Bessie and Minnie had died in young adulthood, before I could know them, appreciate them, and hear their own personal narratives.


Throughout the first decades of my life, I knew that someday I would tell the Goldberg story, thinking it would focus on my dad, aunts, and uncles and their individual struggles to establish successful lives, but I could never quite determine how to do this. They had already documented their own histories, and I became wary of trying to edit their thoughts and feelings. Then, one morning I awoke with the intense realization that rather than write about Rebecca’s children, I had to write about her. My job then became to unravel, understand, and tell her story. Although her children had hard lives, she was the one who created the foundation from which they could step out into the future and have a more promising, less uncertain existence than her own.


With my decision to bring Rebecca into the forefront, I began a journey of learning. I started by reading and rereading the two autobiographies and listening to recordings of Lena’s recollections. I found that out of hundreds of typewritten pages and extensive interviews, only a handful of comments about their mother emerged. What was said about her was mostly brief remarks with little detail, such as “she came from Vilna,” “she slapped an aggressive Cossack in a tavern and ran home in the snow without shoes,” or “her sister Leah died in Gloversville, New York, when an oil lamp fell on her at the end of a day making gloves.”


Each written or oral statement about Rebecca led me to streams of questions: What was she doing in a tavern? Why did she and her family leave Vilna for America? What overland route did she take from Vilna to a port of departure? Whom did she travel with? What ship did she take? Why did she end up in Boston? Ultimately, what drew her into the sale of illegal alcohol?


Each question sent me on a series of poignant explorations. By the time I set out on my search, none of the older generation were alive for me to ask them questions. What I did have, in addition to the autobiographies, interviews, and hand-me-down tales, were a few family photographs, old newspaper articles, and headlines.


I searched Ancestry.com for immigration records; retrieved city directories, census, and death data for Boston and other cities starting from the late 1880s; and accessed archives from Yeshiva University in New York. I read many books and articles on the status of immigrant women; family life among religious Jewish settlers; health, illness, and common life-threatening accidents in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; and what health services were available for prevention and treatment. How people got around in those eras and the importance and prevalence of trains emerged as important topics. All of these elements were part of the immigrant life.


But the most significant moment for Rebecca was when she decided to enter into the illegal alcohol trade during Prohibition. The history leading up to the Volstead Act and ultimate Prohibition, its advocates and opponents, what was restricted and what was permitted was a major part of my information gathering. I learned about the enactment of Prohibition, its enforcement, and how illegal alcohol was produced and distributed, and the attempts at getting around the law.


Some of my most powerful experiences came when I tried to find locations where Rebecca lived, worked, or passed through. I walked the oldest Jewish cemeteries in Dedham, Massachusetts, hoping to find Rebecca’s sister Leah’s grave, but all I came up with were head-stones covered in ancient moss, facedown in the dirt, pitted by years of weather or simply labeled with “unknown.” I walked from Boston’s North End following the path Rebecca and her sisters took on the way to a glove factory in the South End and imagined what it was like plodding through the mess as the first Boston subway route was being built.


Each time I found a new newspaper headline or bit of historical data, it helped broaden my understanding of Rebecca’s life and the environment in which she lived. Each scrap of material provided a clue to the quality of her life, personality, and perseverance.


I had already known where Rebecca, her husband Nathan, and her children were buried, and had visited their graves from time to time. I left stones on their headstones. Because of my investigations, now, when I go to the cemeteries, I have a far greater depth of awareness about what this family went through, and what Rebecca did to launch her children into a world so much more stable and hopeful than her own. I am filled with esteem for her courage.


Once in a while I wonder how Rebecca would react to my writing her life story. Having learned a bit about how she viewed her life, I think she would be annoyed with me. She would say it was none of my business, that I was butting into her private life, or that she was only doing what she had to do. Just as she never wanted a fancy dress, she wouldn’t be able to accept my admiration and respect. She lived her life sticking to the basics—working hard, finding ways to put food on the table, and enduring tragedies. Most of all she was clear and remained steadfast in the goals she set for herself and her children—stay together, survive, and get an education. She never deviated from this vision by plodding ahead one arduous step at a time.





INTRODUCTION
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In a many ways Rebecca Goldberg wasn’t unusual. She was the same as millions of others who, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, fled the oppressive Russian Empire in the hope of finding a safe and stable place to live. She yearned to be free of threatening anti-Semitism and, most importantly, have the chance for a future that was more hopeful than what was possible for her and her family in Vilna, Lithuania. Even in America, she knew that because she was a woman and illiterate, she had few options but to learn a trade, help support her family, marry in the prescribed order from oldest to youngest daughters, and wed a man she may not be able to choose for herself. She bore children with no way to decide how many, and she watched some of them die. None of this was unique for that era.


Yet, her determination to survive, and, maybe even thrive, was powerful. Rebecca had the stubborn, innate force to find solutions to the daunting problems she faced and to keep moving forward. Her life was comprised of sadness, smattered with pleasure, but mostly it reflected a woman of dogged perseverance and strong will.


She journeyed through significant historical periods that had major impacts on the grand and complex landscape around her, but in which she was a barely noticeable participant. In photographs of masses of steerage passengers arriving at US entry ports, she is one of those peering out in expectation and wonder, but no one now would be able to recognize her or know her name.


In America, she was anonymous in the crowds of people who walked the teeming streets of Boston’s North End on her way to work. She was among the vast numbers who woke to a daily grind of earning enough to buy food to keep family members nourished while maintaining the vision of a life that would be better for herself and those she cared about.


She was known within her family, of course, but once she stepped outside that protective milieu, she was just another figure in a world that offered a positive vision, but which also set up barriers to achieving that dream. Rebecca did survive and ultimately achieved important personal goals that were wondrous, but not without suffering. This is her story.
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