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Preface 

On the occasion of the 12Sth anniversary of the founding of The 

Boston Synagogue's earliest predecessor shul (Congregation Beth 

Jacob) in 1888, the Board of the Synagogue decided to celebrate the 

event by commissioning a history of the shul and its predecessors. 
To implement this project, the Board formed an 

Archival/Historical Committee consisting of Bette Siegel as Chair, 

with Charles S. Fineman, Ruth Fein, and Marlene Meyer as members. 

Michael Weingarten joined the Committee as editor/ author. None 

of the members are professional historians, although Bette is a 

librarian at the Massachusetts State House; Charlie is a former 

Western European bibliographer at Harvard and is now a freelance 

translator; Ruth is a former Chair of Combined Jewish Philanthropies 

(and of The Boston Synagogue) with extensive knowledge of Boston 

Jewish history; Marlene is a retired anesthesiologist and President of 
the West End Civic Association; and Michael in an earlier lifetime 

received an M.A. in Eastern European History from Columbia before 

deciding to pursue a career in business. The Committee also engaged 

Sarah Gluck as an archival intern to sort though the shul's records. 1 

In the spirit of honoring our predecessors, we wish to remember 

our late Board member and Historian Muriel Kantor Z"L, who 

would have greatly enjoyed participating in this exercise. 

In preparing this retrospective, we faced a major problem, which is 

that we (a) knew very little about our predecessors, and (b) were 

writing about immigrant shuls that did not archive records and were 

torn down years ago. The lack of published information became 

apparent when some of us reviewed our copies of the Sarna et al. 

landmark work The Jews of Boston and found that the only mention of 

our predecessor shuls in the main text is a picture of a 1931 Purim 

Party at North Russell Street.2 For 'The Boston Synagogue' or 

1 Sarah is a graduate of the archives management program of the Simmons Graduate 
School of Library and Information Science. 

2 See photo in Chapter 8. There also is a buried footnote in a separate chapter of 
Jews of Boston that includes a cursory mention of the founding of Beth Jacob and Beth 
Hamedrash Hagadol, as well as their merger in 1940. 
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'Charles River Park Synagogue,' there is only a brief discussion of the 

current building's architecture. The same occurred when we 

approached the people at the Vilna Shul Jewish cultural center, 

thinking that they might haYe amassed some useful materials - only 

to learn that there was nothing available. 

We therefore realized that we were on our own, and if we wanted 

to learn more we would have to do some digging. 

Acknowledging Some Key Sources 
Fortunately we were able to uncover an interesting and eclectic set 

of data. One important find was Carol Clingan's 575-row spreadsheet 

Massachusetts Synagogues and Their Records, Past and Present,3 which 

compiles key data for each synagogue that ever existed in 

Massachusetts. This helped us assemble the chronology charts that 

are shown throughout this history. 

Another critical source was Bette Siegel's examination of the 

annual Boston City Directories, which listed the nkames of the rabbis for 

the predecessor shuls from 1888 through 1930. Out of fifteen rabbis, 

we uncm·ered useful information for eight; their stories became a 

central element of our history. 

We received valuable support from Judi Garner, head archivist at 

the American Jewish Historical Society's Boston facility, who 

provided access to important documents such as the board minutes 

of Anshei Libavitz and the beautifully illuminated 1909 North Russell 

Street Mishnah study group bylaws. The New York office provided 

us with a copy of one of the few extant copies of the 1892 HiStory of 
the Jews of Boston. 

We also want to thank those people who provided oral history 

recollections of our shuls in different eras, including Oscar Epstein 

(1930s); Leonard Nimoy of Star Trek fame (1940s); David Wizansky 

(1950s); and David Fishman (1980s). Live long and prosper! 

3 Prepared in 2010 for the Jewish Genealogical Society, and an ilable at 
www.jgsgb.org/ pdfs / MassSynagogues.pdf; a.k.a. " Clingan Spreadsheet." 
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Editorial Choices 

In researching and writing this book, we made several important 

editorial choices: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

We decided early in the research process that the project's goal 

was to prepare a history, not a genealogy. As a result, 

compiling lists of officers and their descendants was of lower 

priority than finding materials that tell a coherent story of the 

establishment and development of a group of immigrant shuls 

over a 125-year period. 

We have erred on the side of excess with respect to exhibits 

and quotations, because we want this document to represent a 

repository for difficult-to-find materials. 

We decided that this book should comprise an objective 

history (warts and all) - just as the Torah points out negative 

aspects of the person that Congregation Beth Jacob was 

named after Oacob). The history of our shul includes 

prolonged periods of decline as well as successes. 

Highlighting these emphasizes the achievements of some 

immigrants (and one rich benefactor) who created something 

that has endured despite the crises. Without them, we would 

not be here today. 

While any history necessarily deals with major events and 

important people, the shul's basic function has always been to 

serve the needs of ordinary Jews. Accordingly we have 

included stories such as: Minnie Kasser's wedding at North 

Russell Street at the turn of the last century; Oscar Epstein's 

bar mitzvah in the 1930s; and Holocaust survivor Ryfuel 

Abosh's poignant request in the 1970s that the synagogue 

officers install a memorial plaque for him (posthumously) next 

to those for his father, mother and sister -- since he was the 

only one left in his family. 

We recognize that we violate the goal of objectivity when we 

reach the modern era and write about things that some of us 

have been involved in personally. We shall leave it to our 

successors to correct our biases. However we thought that it 

was important to let readers know how things turned out over 

the last fifteen years. 
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In Closing 

This work 1s intended to be a living document with periodic 

updates. We encourage anyone with additional information to email 

us at office@bostonsynagogue.org. 

We hope that the reader finds this history to be interesting as well 

as informative. 

* * 

The Archival/Historical Committee: 
Bette L. Siegel, Chair 

Charles S. Fineman 

Ruth Fein 

Marlene Meyer 

Michael Weingarten 

March 2013/ Adar 5773 

55 Martha Road, West End 

Boston, Massachusetts 

v 

* 



Summary of Findings 

In total, The Boston Synagogue had six predecessor shuls, each 

formed between 1888 and 1900 in the West and North Ends. They 

then merged over the next sixty years to form what today is the only 

active synagogue in downtown Boston holding Shabbat and holiday 

services 52 weeks a year. 

Boston Synagogue And Its Predecessor Shuls 

1888 1890~1898 1923 (Merger) 1930s 1940 (Merger) 1960 (Merger) 1971 

Congregation ~.. . . 
Beth Jacob ~ 

EinJacob -+ United. 

(Anshe Vilna) !'~":::~.::~ "" 0~ ,;;-:;:,::;:, 

Mishkan . Hamedrash _. Hamedrash __,,,... (changed name 

Shlo~~/s~nshai Hagadol/Beth Hagadol Beth to Boston 

Beit Hamedrash 
Hagadol (Anshl 

Sf a rd) 

Anshei Libavitz 

Adath Jesura 
Nusach Ari 

Anshei Ubavitz 

Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

Jacob Jacob Synagogue 

1990) 

The first of these predecessors was Congregation Beth Jacob 

(CBJ), which incorporated in 1888, established a shul on Minot Street 

in the West End in 1889, and then moved to nearby Wall Street 

(thereby becoming known as the Wall Street Shul). Today's location 

is by the Propark Garage on Lomasney Way.4 

The Boston Synagogue's other major predecessor shul, Beth 

Hamedrash Hagadol (or as it was spelled in its incorporation papers, 

4 Showing that nothing is forever, Propark's owner is proposing to replace it with 
high-rise housing. 
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"Beth Amedrish Agudal Anshi Sfard"),0 was founded in 1896 on 

Poplar Street and relocated to 28 :North Russell Street in the early 

1900s (thereby becoming known as the North Russell Street Shul). 

Today the site is part of the parking lot and adjacent building at the 

Charles River Plaza shopping center near the Wyndham Hotel 

(formerly Holiday Inn). 

The establishment of these shuls was the result of a wave of Jewish 

immigration from Eastern Europe starting in the 1880s. Initially 

most settled in the :North End.6 Once the North End became 

overcrowded, Jews began moving to the West End. 

The extent of the West End's growth is startling. In the period 

from 1870 through 1910, the Jewish population exploded from 100 

to 40,000. By 1919, there were 24 synagogues in the West End, an 

area of only a few blocks. 

In response to this growth surge, Congregation Beth Jacob (CBJ) 

was the first synagogue established in the West End, followed within 

the next decade by the other predecessor shuls. 

Although the North Russell Street Shul location only dates to the 

early 1900s, it soon become known as the place to go for concerts by 

famous cantors, and it had its own choir. As a result, it rapidly 

became the largest shul in the neighborhood. Fifty years later, the 

famous West-End born author Charles Angoff fondly said, "In 

~orth Russell Street's] days of glory it was one of the great 

synagogues of America."7 

Between 1888 and the 1920s, CBJ, North Russell Street and the 

other predecessor shuls benefitted from their affiliations with 

prominent rabbis such as Moses Zebulon Margolies. Margolies 

served as rabbi of Beth Jacob as well as five other shuls, and was the 

leading Orthodox rabbi in Boston in the 1890s. He apparently was 

0 Given that t0da1·'s readers are more familiar with the 'Beth Hamedrash Hagadol' 
transliteration than 'Beth Amedrish Agudal,' the former is used in this book unless 
there is a specific reference t0 hisrorical documents or plaques. 

6 The \X'est End was not the original locus for Jewish immigration. The first wave 
(German Jews) settled in the South End, where they established Ohabei Shalom in 
1843 as the first synagogue in Bosron. 

7 Source: Angoff, "Memories of Bosron" in The Menorah Journal, 1962 
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so strict on kosher meat certification that the butchers and a rejected 

suitor collaborated to poison all 2,000 guests at the rabbi's daughter's 

wedding (fortunately no one died). He became the Babe Ruth of 

rabbis, moving from Boston to New York to head KehillatJeshurun, 

where, among other things, he helped expand the RIETS rabbinical 

seminary into what is now Yeshiva University. The Ramaz day 

school in New York was named in his honor (Rav Moshe Zebulon). 

By the 1920s, as Jews prospered they began to move out of the 

West and North Ends to the (then) more upscale neighborhoods of 

Dorchester and Mattapan. As a result, the Jewish population of the 

West End decreased by half by 1925, and by 1945 was down to 

2,500. By 1957, the Jewish population in the West End was only 900. 

West End Jewish Population 
45,000 -,--------------------

40,000 -r---__,n:--------------
35,000 +-----~---· 

30,000 +---~-~-------------
25,000 _,.,..... __ .,._ _ ___., ____________ _ 

20,000 +--~---11!.-------------

15,000 +---~--...... ------------
10,000 

5,000 

1880 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020 

Boston Synagogue analysis based on multiple sources 

The necessary result of the population surge and equally dramatic 

decline was a substantial drop in the number of West End shuls after 

1920. 
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West End Shuls 1888-2012 
25 

20 

15 

10 

1880 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020 

Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

In response to this decline, three of The Boston Synagogue's 

predecessor shuls merged in 1923. In 1940, there was an additional 

merger in which Beth Amedrish Agudal Anshi Sfard and Beth Jacob 

formed Beth Amedrish Agudal Beth Jacob, with the joint 

congregation occupying the North Russell Street building. The 

cornerstone from this merger has been re-installed in the current 55 

Martha Road building. 

By the 19 50s, the Boston Redevelopment Authority and its 

predecessors decided that the West End was a blighted neighborhood 

that needed to be bulldozed and replaced with what is now Charles 

River Park. The urban renewal zone included the location occupied 

by North Russell Street, with no provision for a replacement shul. 

To the extent that there is a functioning synagogue in downtown 

Boston today, it is due to the determination of Maurice Saval of Back 

Bay, who: (a) decided that there needed to be a shul, (b) 

negotiated /litigated with the Boston Redevelopment Authority for 

the necessary money and land, (c) oversaw construction of the new 

building in a cutting-edge modern style, and then (d) ran it for twenty 

years until his death in 1989, paying the bills when money was short. 

Among other things, Saval and his friend Judge John Fox hired 

intelligent young people as rabbis and ritual leaders on a part-time 

basis (they typically were studying at Harvard or Brandeis at the same 

time, and/ or were graduates of Maimonides or Yeshiva University). 

A number of these people have gone on to prominent positions in 

the Jewish community and elsewhere (Rabbi Allan Nadler, Rabbi 
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Marc Gopin, Professor David Fishman and Professor Noah 

Feldman). 

If there were flaws in Saval's management during this period, it 

relates to two issues. The first was fiscal. The synagogue was not 

self-supporting, and relied on Saval's willingness to cover deficits. 

When Saval died without leaving a sufficient endowment, the shul 

faced serious financial problems. The second was Saval's failure to 

deal with the fact that there was an insufficient core of Orthodox 

Jews in downtown to sustain the synagogue's Orthodox practices. 

After Saval's death, a succession of presidents worked hard to 

maintain the shul over the next decade. During that time, progress 

was made in a number of areas (for example, setting up a Hebrew 
school). However the board's disinclination to address the shul's 

Orthodox status made it difficult to deal with membership and 

financial losses. 

In 1998, Susan Schreiner Weingarten became President, and was 
succeeded by Michael Rubin, Michael Weingarten (Susan's husband), 

and Bette Siegel. During this era, the shul made a number of changes 

whose goal was to attract the increasing number of Jews who were 

choosing to live in downtown Boston as the result of gentrification -

also benefitting from the fact that for committed Jews, smallness and 

intimacy were becoming more important than largeness and 

formality. This played to the shul's strengths. 

The Boston Synagogue made three fundamental changes during 

this period. First, Susan developed a relationship beginning in 1999 

with Rabbi Daniel Lehmann at Gann Academy /Hebrew College, in 

which The Boston Synagogue benefitted from access to world-class 

rabbinical talent. In recent years, it supplemented this with talented 

(and mostly young) rabbinical students from the Hebrew College 

Rabbinical School. This profoundly improved the quality of the 

synagogue's services and attracted new members. Second, the shul 

decided to become egalitarian in 2002, making it a more acceptable 

place for non-Orthodox women and for families with daughters who 

wanted to hold bat mitzvahs (but could not under the shul's previous 

rules).B Third, the shul placed greater emphasis on Hebrew school, 

8 The first woman to conduct services as a chazzanit was Rabbi Sara Zacharia, at that 
time a teacher at Gann Academy. 
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Young Professionals activities and community events, such as Friday 

night dinners. 

As a result, The Boston Synagogue is now financially self­

sustaining and growing. 

History, however, shows that nothing is forever and that the shul 

must adapt to changes as they occur. 

It will be interesting to see what the Committee's successors say 

about the shul in 2038 and 2083 at the shul's 1 SOrh and 200th 

anniversaries. 

The Boston Synagogue today 
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Chapter 1 

The Founding of Congregation Beth 
Jacob 1888 

The history of The Boston Synagogue begins on March 3, 1888, 

with the incorporation of Congregation Beth Jacob ('CB]') in the 

state of Massachusetts "for the purpose of Hebrew worship." 

' 591 
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Congregation Beth Jacob Articles of Incorporation 



The incorporation papers did not list a specific location other than 

"City of Boston," which may reflect the fact that CBJ did not yet 

have a building with a mailing address. In 1889, CB] moved into 

facilities at 11 Minot Street in the West End; and in 1894, it relocated 

nearby to 30 Wall Street, in the old Dean School. As was 

characteristic of the street-centric shul nomenclature of those days, 

CB] became known as 'the Wall Street Shul.' 

Determining the locations of these synagogues has been made 

difficult by the fact that the entire neighborhood, including the street 

layout, was destroyed by urban renewal in 19 58-1960. However, 

using a map that superimposes the pre-urban renewal streets on a 

current street map (Appendix 1), Minot and Wall Street were located 

where Martha Road/Lomasney Way runs today. The Propark garage 

facing North Station occupies the 30 Wall Street site. 

CB] was the first synagogue established in the West End,9 but it 

was the eleventh synagogue in Boston. Based on the Clingan 

spreadsheet, Boston's first synagogue was built in 1843 in the South 

End (Ohabei Shalom) and the North End's first synagogue was 

established in 1872 (Shomrei Shabbos). The West End was only the 

third Boston neighborhood with a shul. 

Shuls 1843-1888 

: ·~ 
5 r------------------~;"'*'""'---------· 

Number of 4 ~%"'"'="*"-* __ .,.. 
Shuls ! j \ 

3 L----s-~---------1. 
! t: $ 
, tt " I 2 ~'l>"*''>.l'~~"' ...-

South End 

North End 

- west End 

1 r-J . mm•• mmm • •• J .. m ml 
' ... "" N "' 0 ... 

"' "' "' "' r- r-
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

9 For the term 'West End,' this book uses the definition adopted by the Clingan 
spreadsheet, which includes the flat of Beacon Hill - and with it, the Vilna Shu! on 
Philips Street as well as Anshei Llbavitz / Adath J esura Nusach Ari at 8 Smith Court. 
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Of the preceding ten shuls, seven were in the South End and three 

in the North End. CBJ's founders get high marks for recognizing that 

being first in the West End was better competitively than being 

fourth in the overcrowded North End. 

Underlying Demographic Trends 

CBJ's formation was in response to an immigration surge by 

Eastern European Jews starting in the 1880s to Boston generally and 

the West End in particular - the result of pogroms triggered by the 

assassination of Czar Alexander II in 1881. This surge can be seen in 

the following table showing Jewish population as a percentage of 

total Boston population, growing from 1.2% in 1880 to 7 .1 % by 

1900. 
Jewish Share of Boston Population 

Jews Total Boston Jewish% 

1845 40- 100 114,000 0.1 % 

1850 350-500 137,000 0.3% 

1860 1,000-2,300 178,000 0.9% 

1875 3,000 

1880 4,000-5,000 363,000 1.2% 

1895 20,000 504,500 4.0% 

1900 40,000 561,000 7.1% 

The j e11Js of Boston and Boston Synagogue analysis 

These new immigrants moved initially into the relatively poor 

:North End, supplanting what was once an Irish immigrant 

neighborhood. As Italians also moved into the :North End it became 

overcrowded. As a result, Jews began to move into the adjacent 

West End, which offered better living space, although it still was a 

relatively poor neighborhood. As Mary Antin, (who upon 

immigrating to Boston in 1894 lived briefly on Union Place off Wall 

Street in the West E nd, near CBJ), noted in her 1912 autobiography 

The Promised Land: 
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Anybody who knows Boston knows that the West and 

North Ends are the wrong ends of that city. They form the 

tenement district, where poor immigrants foregather, to live 

as unkempt, half-washed toiling foreigners; pitiful in the eyes 

of social missionaries, the despair of boards of health, the 

hope of ward politicians, the 

touchstone of American democracy. 

The well-versed metropolitan knows 

the slums as a sort of house of 
detention for poor aliens, where they 

live on probation till they can show a 

certificate of good citizenship. 

Mary Antin, The Promised Land, 1912; photo 

from: http:/ /jwa.org/ encyclopedia/ 

article/ antin-mary 

Union Place off Wall Street 

(near Congregation Beth Jacob) 

- Antin, The Promised Land 1912 

The Jewish inhabitants of the West and North Ends tended to 

come from different places in Eastern Europe. Arnold Wieder, in 

The Ear!J Jewish Communiry of Boston's North End (1962), comments that 

"although the groups on both the North End and the West End were 

mixed, some interviewees observed that the North End had more of 

a Litvak character, while the West End had more Russishe Jews" (p. 
4 



18). Despite this statement, some West End shuls like Mishkan 

Shlomo/ Anshei Birsh and Ein Jacob (Anshe Vilna) had Litvak 

origins (see Chapter 2). 

The following pictures of Salem Street in the North End and the 

Boston Matzo Baking Factory illustrate what the street scene looked 

like (with the West End not being too dissimilar). 

Salem Street, Jewish North End 1891 

Boston Matzo Baking Company, North End Boston 1894. 
Jews of Boston, from American J e11Jish HiStorical Society archiYes 
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These photographs suggest that shuls such as CBJ were not 'our 

crowd'IO places - they were poor immigrant shuls. The richer Jews in 

Boston (who had arrived from Germany decades earlier) lived in the 

South End and went to Ohabei Shalom (founded in 1843) or Adath 

Israel (founded in 1854; later changing its name to Temple Israel). 

The contrast between the photos of the North and West End and the 

following 1908 photograph of Temple Israel (which looks like a set 

from Masterpiece Theatre on PBS) illustrates the lower socioeconomic 

status of CB] and the other immigrant shuls. 

Well-dressed congregants leaving Temple Israel's Commonwealth Avenue 
Synagogue, 1908. Temple Israel Archives 

"By the 1880s, membership [of Temple Israel] ... included the 
most wealthy and influential Jews in Boston." 
Temple Lrrael ivebsite, http:/ /www. tisrael.org/ TIHistory.asp 

On the other hand, an essay titled "The Jews at the North End" in 

the contemporaneous book History of the Jews of Boston (1892), 

suggested that this disparity would be temporary: 

10 In 1967, Stephen Birmingham wrote a book, "Our Crowd": The Great Jewish Families 
of New York, in which he coined the term "our crowd' to refer to rich German Jews 
who looked down on the new wave of poor Jewish immigrants from Eastern 
Europe. 
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[Jews] have been buying up the real estate, on which they 

have in many cases raised the values very greatly. Their 

method of purchase is typical: they will generally pay more 

than others; but as a rule, they pay only one or two thousand 
dollars down, with an agreement to pay the balance on 

installments, the whole being secured by a mortgage. Most 

of the Jews of the North End are poor, though they rarely 

remain so long. This is the first stopping-place of the 

immigrant. Here if he has no money to start himself, he will 

find some one to fill his back pack on credit and send him 

out to the country to peddle.... The Jew is essentially a 

business man, and is generally progressive. It is therefore 

not uncommon to see the immigrant who starts out with a 

borrowed pack, blossom out in a few years as a merchant 

with a large capital, or, what is the same to the Jew, a large 

credit. 

"The Jews at the North End," in History of the Jews of Boston (1892) 

While upward mobility was good for the Jewish community, it 

meant that over time, an increasing share of Jews would choose to 

move to better neighborhoods. This would have profound long-term 

implications for the West End shuls. 

CBJ's Heterogeneous Founders 

In contrast to other shuls established in the 1880s and 1890s, CBJ 

was not formed by immigrants from a single town in Eastern 

Europe, the so-called 'landsmannschaften' sh uls (German/Yiddish for 

fraternal societies), often called 'Anshei' (people of), e.g., Anshei Zvill, 

Anshei Libavitz, Anshei Poland of Warsaw, Anshe Zaslave, Anshe 

Slavuta, Anshi Volin, Anshe Wilkomeer and Anshi Lecovitz. 

Instead, 'Congregation Beth Jacob' without an anshei tag suggests 

the intent to form an inclusive community synagogue rather than a 

sectarian 'shtibl.' This is reinforced when one examines CBJ's 

incorporation papers, because the founders' names were surprisingly 

heterogeneous. Not only were they not all &wishes or Litvaks, for 
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the most part they were not even Eastern Europeans: 11 

• 

• 

• 

CBJ's officers were: H. Robensohn, President; Luis 

Sondon, Treasurer; Charles Garb, Secretary; with A. 
Moshkowitz, R. Krensky and Marks Rudman as Trustees. 

Other board members included A. Godinski, S. Quint, M. 

Hoffenberg and S. Scion. 

Only three out of the ten names are clearly Eastern 

European (Moshkowitz, Krensky and Godinski). 

In contrast, five are German (Robensohn, Garb, Rudman, 

Hoffenberg and Scion); one is Sephardic (Luis Sondon);12 

and Quint is nondescript and presumably was changed 

from the original name. 

11 In contrast, most of the twelve signers of the May 16, 1899 Mishkan 
Shlomo/ Anshai Birsh incorporation papers were Eastern European. The same is 
true of the April 5, 1902 Beth Amedrish Agudal Anshi Sfard incorporation papers -­
suggesting that Beth Jacob was more heterogeneous than other West End shuls. 

12 In Boston City Council reports of proceedings for 1903-4, Lewis Sondon, owner 
of 55 and 57 North Russell Street, was cited for defective flagstone coverings over 
coalholes (holes in the sidewalk used to deliver coal into basements) and was given 
ten days to repair. This suggests that Luis / Lewis was relatively affluent. 
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Chapter 2 

Developments in the North and West 
Ends 1888-1905 

During this period, there were three major developments: 

• 

• 

• 

The number of synagogues in the West End grew to twenty, 

(all Orthodox), while the North End lost half of its shuls. 

CB] grew substantially and built a major new building on Wall 

Street 

The shuls in the :0.Jorth and West Ends began hiring rabbis, of 

whom at least two became prominent (Rabbis Margolis and 

Friederman) and helped define Jewish culture in the immigrant 

neighborhoods. 

Chapter 2 deals with demographic trends and West End synagogue 

growth. Chapter 3 discusses the rabbis of this era; and Chapter 4 

discusses how the shuls interacted with congregants for life cycle and 

other events. 

Demographics 

In the seventeen years after CJB's founding, there were substantial 

changes in the North and West End Jewish populations: 

• 

• 

The :0.Jorth End's Jewish population peaked in 1895 and then 

dropped 25% in the next decade, as the Italian population 

surged and Jews moved out -- largely to the West End. 

In contrast, the Jewish population of the West End increased 

by a factor of 6-7 times from 1895 to 1910, with Jews 

becoming a majority of the population (Gans in The Urban 

Villagers says 75% by 1926). 
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North End and West End Population Trends 

Year North End North End West End West End 
Jews Italians Jews Italians 

1880 500 1,000 100 125 

1895 6,200 7,700 6,300 1,100 

1905 4,700 18,000 

1910 40,000 

1920 Negligible 

Jews of Boston 

The following charts from the Boston Advocate's June 15, 1906 issue 
(quoted by Lisa Kleinstein in her unpublished study Echoes of the Old 

West End Boston, 1900-1914) illustrate the changing demographics of 

two typical West End streets: 

Real Estate Ownership: Hale Street 

1885 1895 1905 
Hebrew 0% 55% 62% 
Italian 0% 11% 11 % 
Irish 12% 8% 8% 
American 88% 26% 19% 

Real Estate Ownership: Poplar Street 

1885 1895 1905 
Hebrew 0% 26% 56% 
Irish 18% 18% 3% 
American 82% 56% 41 % 

Kleinstein, Echoes of the Old West End Boston, 1900-1914 

Synagogue Count 

The impact of these population changes on synagogue count was 

substantial: 

• 

• 

In the North End, the number of shuls, after peaking at ten in 

1899/ 1900, dropped to five by 1905. 

In the West End, the number of shuls grew from CB] in 1888 

to twenty shuls by 1905. 
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Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

The 20-fold increase in West End shul count rs particularly 

impressive, given that it occurred in a small geographic area (48 acres; 

now occupied by Charles River Park). 

Unlike the South End shuls' shift to Reform and Conservative 

Judaism, the West End shuls remained Orthodox. Therefore there 

were limited differentiation opportunities: 

• 

• 

One way to survive (at least short-term) was to go the 

landsmannschaft route appealing to immigrants from a particular 

town. As shown in the chart below, ten of the twenty shuls 

were landsmannschaften.13 

Another differentiation vehicle used by five shuls was to be 

Chassidic or claim Chassidic influence (the shuls called Anshei 

Sfard, 14 N usach Ari15 or Anshei Libavitz (from the town that 

l 3 The la11dsma1111schaft strategy had an inherent time limit, since with each successiYe 
generation there would be less attachment to the original hometown. 

14 The references to Sfard (as in Anshi Sfard) do not refer to Sephardic Jews or 
Spain, bur rather to Chassidic Jews who, like the Baal Shem TO\· (the founder of 
Chassidism), were attracted to the mysticism of Sephardic Jews. As a result, as stated 
in Chabad.org, " the prayer text used by Chassidim actually came to be known as 
nusach sephard ("Sephardic ,·ersion"), while the prayer text of the "real" Sephardim is 
commonly referred to as nusach sepharadi (prayer ,·ersion of the Sephardic Jews) ." 
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spawned the Lubavitch movement). 

• The remaining shuls (including CBJ) were more inclusive . 

West End Synagogues 1900 

Bold = Boston Synagogue Predecessor Shuls 

Landsmannschaft Chassidic General 

Anshei Libavitz x x 

Beth Hamedrash Hagadol 
x x 

Anshi Sfard 

Cong Beth Jacob x 

Ein Jacob (Anshe Vilna) x 

Adath J esura Nusach Ari x x 

Mishkan Shlomo/ Anshai 
Birch x 

Adas Israel xl6 

Agudath Achim (1) x17 

Agudath Achim (2) x 

An Tagijacob x 

Anshai Kieve x 

Anshe Austria x 

Anshe Slavuta x 

Anshe Zytomir x 

Anshei Sfard x 

Linas Hazedek x 

Russian Sphard x 

Sharei Zion (Anshe 
x Lechowitz) 

Tifereth Israel x 

Vilna Shul (Anshe Vilner) x 

Total 10 3-5 6-8 

Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

15 The Nusach Ari designation "means, in a general sense, any prayer rite following 

the usages of Rabbi Isaac Luria, the A riZal, in the 16th century, and, more 
particularly, the version used by Chabad Hasidim." (source: Wikipedia) 

16 Moved from the North End. 

17 Clingan lists this as a separate shul from the other Agudath Achim. It was located 
on Lowell Street and survived until the 1930s. 
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So CBJ, which began in 1888 as the only shul in the neighborhood, 

faced substantial competition by 1905, all from Orthodox shuls. In 
the short term, this was sustainable, due to the large and growing 

Jewish population. Longer term, however, if and when the Jewish 

population in the West End began to decline, the twenty shuls could 

not all survive, with the choices being to: 

• 
• 

Build a better shul building with better services, 

Differentiate, 

• ~fm·e, 

• ;..ferge, or 

• Die . 

Ultimately CBJ and the other predecessor shuls would choose the 

merger route (although not for some time). Here is what is known 

about each synagogue: 

The Other Predecessor Shuls 

Anshei Libavitz18 

Anshei Libavitz was founded in 1890 at 

189 Hanover Street in the North End (two 

years after CJB). As the 'Anshei' tag 

suggests, it was founded by people from the 

Russian town of Lyubavichi, a small shtetl 

town near Smolensk in Ru ssia (population 

approximately 1,516 inhabitants in 1880 

including 978 Jews; source: Wikipedia). 

Given that Lyubavichi/Libavitz was where 

the Lubavitch/Chabad movement was 

formed and headquartered, the 'Anshei 
Anshei Libavitz 

Libavitz' name suggests that the shul had a Chassidic relationship -­

although the first Chabad rabbi in Boston, who arrived in 1904, 

served as rabbi at :North Russell, not Anshei Libavitz (more on this 

later). 

l8 Libavitz is sometimes transliterated as 'LibO\·itz,' 'Lebowitz' and 'Libawitz.' Cnless 
used in a quoted source, 'Liba,·itz' will be used, since this is how the congregation 
spelled its name. 
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In 1904, Anshei Libavitz moved to 8 Smith Court on Beacon Hill, 

when it bought the former African Meeting House from a third 

party. 19 The congregation then "made many repairs and upgrades, 

including: installing electric lighting, in 1908; repairing the roof, 

plumbing, sidewalk, sewage system, flooring, fence, and windows, 

from 1908-1912; and upholstering the old church pews in the 

summer and installing steam heat in the fall of 1923" (Source: work 

conducted by Alex Goldfield and quoted in the Vi/na Scribe [Fall 2009 

issue]. 

The Anshei Libavitz building had two floors, which allowed it to 

share facilities with AdathJesura Nusach Ari from 1910 to 1915, and 
with North Russell Street from 1960 to 1971. 

AdathJesura Nusach Ari 

Adath J esura Nus a ch Ari was founded in 1897 at 80 Lowell Street 

and moved to 2 Smith Court in the 1910-1915 period. In 1918, it 

shared space with Anshei Libavitz at 8 Smith Court but with different 

rabbis (Appendix 2). It ceased operating around 1930, folding into 

Anshei Libavitz. 

The 'Nusach Ari' part of the name suggests that Adath Jesura had 

a Chabad association, although like Anshei Libavitz it did not hire 

Chabad rabbis. Instead, Adath Jesura generally employed (on a part­

time basis) the same rabbi as the Baldwin Street Shul in the North 

End, effectively making it a subsidiary branch. 

Mishkan Shlomo / Anshai Birsh 
Mishkan Shlomo/ Anshai Birsh was founded in 1898 at 89 Lowell 

Street; then moved to Leverett Street and Minot Place. The Anshei 

tag suggests that it started as a /andsmannshajt for Litvaks from Birsh.20 

By 1917, Mishkan Shlomo had its own building at 71 Poplar Street. 

However, the map in Appendix 1 shows that 71 Poplar was a 

l 9 ln the mid-to-late 19th century, the flat of Beacon Hill had a substantial African­
American population, which (like the Jews in the 20th century), moved out as new 
immigrant populations moved into the area (it is ironic to think of African­
Americans moving out because the Jewish immigrants were 'ruining the 
neighborhood,' given the reverse stereotype about what later happened in 
Dorchester/ Mattapan/ Roxbury). In 1971, the property was resold to the African 
American community, and is now part of the Museum of African American History. 

ZO Birsh, or 'Birzh,' is a town in Northern Lithuania. In Lithuanian, it is called Birzai. 
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relatively modest row building, not a grand edifice. 

Mishkan Shlomo had a short life, merging with CBJ in 1923. 

Ein Jacob (Anshe Vilna) 
Ein Jacob was founded in 1895 at 16 Poplar Street (a block north 

of Massachusetts General Hospital, near the Blossom Street cul de 

sac at Charles River Park). Given that the 1916 property rolls show 

that 16 Poplar was owned by "Harry Bachner et al," Ein Jacob may 

have been a shtibl rather than a free-standing shul. 

Ein Jacob (Anshe Vilna) was not affiliated with the Vilna Shul 

(Anshe Vilner) on Philips Street - although both shuls presumably 

were formed by Lithuanian Jews from Vilna. 

The name 'Ein Jacob' is an interesting choice, because it is unusual 

as an American synagogue name. Aside from Boston's Ein Jacob, an 

Internet search only surfaced a Congregation Ein Jacob established in 

the Bronx in 1894 and another in Newark, New Jersey, neither of 

which still exists. In contrast, there are numerous 'Beth Jacobs.' 

To a Talmud scholar, 'Ein Jacob' (or Ein Yaakov in Hebrew) is a 

book written by Rabbi Yaakov ben Solomon ibn Habib (c. 1460-

1516) which collected all of the agaddah (the non-legal) material of 

the Talmud. "Scattered among the more than 2,700 pages of the 

Talmud, aggadah focuses on the ethical and inspirational aspects of 

the Torah way of life. Through a wealth of homilies, anecdotes, 

allegories, pithy sayings, and interpretations of biblical verses, it has 

been said that the aggadah brings you closer to God and his Torah" 

(https: / / rowman.com/ ISBN / 9780765760821; accessed: January 

2013). 

In this context, naming one's shul 'Ein Jacob' honors this tradition 

and dedicates the shul to Talmudic learning. 

From the perspective of this history, Ein Jacob was a short-lived 

shul that merged into CBJ in 1923. Its most important contribution 

to this history is that it was the only Boston Synagogue predecessor 

shul that hired one of the most prominent rabbis in Boston at the 

turn of the century - Solomon Friederman (more on him in the next 

chapter). It then jointly hired Rabbi Isaac Baritz (with Mishkan 

Shlomo and several other shuls) - thereby becoming part of a general 

West End shul transition away from traditionalist rabbis and asserting 

lay control. 
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Poplar Street Towards Chambers Street, 1910. 
Boston Public Library, Print Department 

16 Poplar 
(Ein Jacob) 

Beth Hamedrash Hagadol (Anshi Sfard) - North Russell Street 
Shul 

Beth Hamedrash Hagadol (Anshi Sfard) was one of the two most 

important predecessor shuls (along with CBJ). 

According to Clingan, Beth Hamedrash Hagadol was founded in 

1896 by Lithuanian Jews21 and was incorporated in 1902. It was 

located initially at 30 Poplar Street, but moved to 28 North Russell 

Street when it bought the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church22 - in the process becoming known as the North Russell 

Street Shu!. The site is currently occupied by the parking lot at the 

Charles Plaza Shopping Center. 

The Anshi Sfard part of the shul's name (see footnote 14) suggests 

North Russell's use of Chassidic nusach, and its first listed rabbi 

(D.M. Rabinovitz) was Lubavitch. However, there is no indication 

that the shul itself was Chassidic. Instead, "Hagadol" ("The Great") 

suggests a desire to be a large broadly-based congregation rather than 

2l The shul's Lithuanian origin is questionable, since the 'Anshi Sfard' part of the 
name is Chassidic, and therefore Russian/Polish, not Lithuanian. Additionally a 
Beacon Hill Times article dated Aug 4, 1998 ("Boston Synagogue: A David-and­
Goliath Story'') suggests that the founders were from Zaslov in Russia/Ukraine. 

22 "Former Church Now a Synagogue," Boston Globe article June 7, 1903, mentioned 
in Jews of Boston. As with Anshei Libavitz, North Russell purchased a building 
formerly used by African-Americans, who vacated the West End and Beacon Hill as 
the Jews began populating the area. After selling its church to Beth Hamedrosh 
Hagadol, AME Zion then moved to Columbus Avenue. 
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limiting itself to what in 1896 was a small Chassidic sect. 

The North Russell Street address would become the location of 

the merged synagogues in 1940, and it was the major shul in the West 

End. [More on North Russell Street in Chapter 6.) 

CBJ History Through 1905 

CB] experienced substantial growth and prosperity during the 

period through 1905. 

The first post-incorporation document that includes CBJ is the 

1894 Boston City Directory, which indicates that its rabbi was "Rev. 

M.F. Margolis, pastor," with "Louis Kamper, Sexton." Apparently 

the directory editors either did not know or did not want to use the 

word 'rabbi,' (until the 1900 edition) and they provided the wrong 

middle initial for the rabbi. By 1895, he became "Rev. M.S. 

Margolis." [the S was for 'Sebulon'.] 

In 1899, there is substantially more information on CBJ in the 

American Jewish Yearbook, volume 1, with the following reference to 

what by then was an eleven-year-old shul (there are no listings for the 

other predecessor shuls): 

CONGREGATION] BETH JACOB, 27 Wall Street. 

Founded 1888. Rabbi, M[oses] Z[ebulon] Margolies,23 3 

Baldwin Place; Assistant, J. Rathchkovsky. Officers and 

Board of Trustees: President, Elias Kamberg, 98 Leverett 

Street; Vice President A. Shine, and 8 directors. Board 

Meeting monthly. Members, 125. Services, three times daily. 

Religious School daily, 4 to 7 p.m. Pupils, 100. Annual 

income $3000. American Jewish Yearbook, Volume 1 

In addition, the Yearbook included information for six other Boston 

synagogues, which facilitates making inter-shul comparisons. 

23 An interesting side note regarding the AJY listing is the change in the spelling of 
the rabbi's name. By 1899, Margolis apparently decided that a better English 
transliteration of his Yiddish name was ':Vfargolies,' and 'Sebulon' should be 
'Zebulon.' His name in the 1899 Boston City Director;' was similarly changed to "Rev. 
M.Z. Margolies" 
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American Jewish Yearbook 1899 Directory Information 

Hebrew 
Annual 

Budget 
Shu! Location Members School Budget Per 

Member 

,Beth Jacob West End 125 $24.00 

Beth Israel North End 300 150 S8,000 S26.67 

Shaarei Jerusalem North End 100 NA S2,500 S25.00 

Chevra Tihilim North End 125 NA S2,000 S16.00 

Cnited Sephard West End 60 60 S600 Sl0.00 

Adath Israel 
South End 125 NA NA (Temple Israel) 

Mishkan Tefila South End 125 NA NA 

Ohabei Shalom South End 275 150 NA 

American Jewish Yearbook and Boston Synagogue analysis 

From the A]Y information, one can observe several things: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

CBJ was an Orthodox shul with daily shaharit, minchah and 

maariv (morning, afternoon and evening) services. 

It had an intensive Hebrew school that met three hours a day 

5-6 days a week, roughly equivalent to the amount of Jewish 

studies that students get at Jewish day schools today. 

The $3,000 annual budget is equivalent to $78,000 today . 

Given that average salaries in those days were substantially 

lower than today,24 $3,000 could support a full staff plus 

operating costs. 

The budget per member is at the upper end of the five shuls 

with data, showing that CBJ was a full-fledged synagogue, not 

a shtibl. 

Compared to other shuls in the A]Y 1899 Directory, CBJ was 

2.5 times smaller than Beth Israel (the Baldwin Street Shul) in 

24 In Angoffs Something About My Father, around 1916 Rabbi Sharfman was paid 
$10.00 per week from Vilna Shu] and earned $2-3 per week from lifecycle events. At 
$12.50 total per week, this came to $650 per year, worth around $15,000 today. In 
1906, Rabbi Margolies was induced to leave Boston for Kehilath J eshurun for a 
salary of $1,000. These are relatively close to the US average family income, which 
was $687. 
(http:/ /www.dailypaul.com/86536/historic-value-of-work-comparison-1915-2009) 
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the North End25 and half the size of Ohabei Shalom in the 

South End. On the other hand, it was as large as Temple 

Israel and Mishkan Tefila in 1899, despite the fact that the 

latter were better established. 

During this period, CBJ avoided damaging political infighting. 

This contrasts with the history of the first synagogues in the South 

End (Ohabei Shalom) and the North End (Shomrei Shabbos), both 

of which suffered from schisms that are well documented in Jews of 
Boston. 

In part due to this 

tranquility, CBJ was 

sufficiently prosperous in 

1903 to build a 5,400 

square foot building on 

Wall Street which 

warranted substantial 

Boston Globe coverage. 

Frederick A. Norcross, a 

prominent architect who 

was active in rebuilding 

the tenements of the 

North and West Ends, as 

well as the Boston 

University buildings on 

Bay State Road, designed 

the building:26 

C•m ;.,;Tegution Beth Jacob to Repls~e l h 
Present ll nuHC of \\'orshli' 

25 Beth Israel's larger size helps explain why Rabbi Moses Margolies considered it his 

primary shul, as would Margolies' successor Rabbi Wolf Margolis. 

26 From Boston Cniversity Preservation Studies alumna Maura FitzPatrick's M.A. 
thesis: "Fred A. :\:orcross (1871-1929) conducted a prolific 34-year career as a 
designer and architect in Boston, beginning with the rebuilding of Boston's tenement 
neighborhoods in the :\lorrh and West Ends and the North Slope of Beacon Hill." 
(\nvw. bu.edu / history / about/ history-of-the-department/ the-histon--building/) (accessed 
January 2013) 
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The Jewish congregation Beth Jacob will soon erect a fine new 

synagogue on the site of its present house of worship the old 

Dean school, 30 Wall St. It will be 85 feet wide and 63 feet deep 

and will be built of brick, with limestone and granite trimmings, 

from plans by F.A. Norcross of Boston. The building will be 

completed next summer. 

The main entrance is under the tower, and from this fireproof 

stairs with marble treads lead through a staircase hall, fireproof 

from basement to garret, with a marble dado and terrassmo floor, 

to the small synagogue on the first floor. A rear door also 

communicates with this staircase, furnishing an additional means 

of exit and entrance. 

Beside this small synagogue on the first floor there are a large 

lecture hall, two rooms for the study of the Talmud and a check 

room containing 300 boxes. The synagogue, lecture hall and one 

study room are divided by sliding partitions and can be 

[combined] into one large room to be used as a place of worship 

on special occasions. 

On the second floor is the large synagogue with a seating 

capacity of 600 on the floor and 350 in the gallery, which extends 

around three sides. In the center of the auditorium is the cantor's 

desk and at the end opposite the entrance is the ark. 

There are no columns to obstruct the view and the walls are to 

be handsomely decorated. The finish throughout the building is 

whitewood and the floors are of hardwood. 

On the gallery floor are two committee rooms. The basement 

contains a large banquet hall with kitchen, which will be used for 

social gatherings, weddings, etc., the heating appliances, the men's 

and women's lavatories and two storerooms. 

An excellent and effectual system of ventilation is provided for 

and ample arrangements for escapes in case of fire. 

Electricity and gas will be used and the building will be heated 

by steam. Louis H. Levenson27 is chairman of the building 

committee. -- The Boston Globe September 5, 1903 

27 Levenson shows up in the 1916 Boston property list as owning 52, 62, and 64 

Nashua Street, and so was relatively prosperous. 
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Chapter 3 

Early Rabbis and Lay Leadership 

Substantial information exists about two rabbis, Moses Margolies 

and Solomon Friederman, who served at CBJ and other predecessor 

shuls during the 1888-1905 period; as well as information on early lay 

leadership. For a list of rabbis for each shul by year, see Appendix 2. 

Both rabbis were traditionalist immigrants who helped form the 

structure of Orthodox Judaism in Boston at the turn of the last 

century. However ::vfargolies would prove to be much more 

accommodating to the need for flexibility (in a manner that presaged 

Modern Orthodoxy), while Friederman opposed all change. 

Rabbinical Biographies 1903 

In the American Jewish Yearbook volume 1, there is a compilation of 

"Biographical Sketches Of Rabbis And Cantors Officiating In The 

United States" for the year 1903. The survey includes two rabbis 

who served at least one of The Boston Synagogue's predecessor shuls 

(in italics below): 

Margolies, Moses Z. Rabbi of Congregations Beth Israel, 

Beth Jacob, and Anshei Libavit:z: Boston, Mass. Born April, 

1851, at Kroz, Russia. Son of Solomon Margolies. Rabbinical 

diploma received from Rabbi Heilpern, Bielostok, Russia, 

and others. Held Rabbinical positions in Russia for thirteen 

years. Address: 3 Baldwin Pl, Boston, Mass. 

Friederman, Solomon Jacob. Rabbi of Congregation 

Shaarei Jerusalem, Zitomir, and Ein Jacob, Boston, Mass. 

Born May 10, 1866, at Vilna, Russia. Son of Baruch M. 

Friederman. Rabbinical diploma received from Rabbi Isaac 

EQ]chanan Spector, Kovno. Was Rabbi in Congregation Kol 

Israel, :\Jew York City. Publications: "Emeth Weemuno," 

"Minchos Jacob." Address: 116 Salem, Boston, Mass. 

Amen.can Jewish Year Book 5664, 1903. 
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Looking at these biographies suggests the following: 

• Neither rabbi listed CBJ, Anshei Libavitz or Ein Jacob first in 

his affiliations, suggesting that these shuls were of secondary 

importance to them. Margolies' primary affiliation was Beth 

Israel in the North End (the 'Baldwin Street Shul"); whose 

1899 budget was 2.5 times larger than CBJ's. Friederman's 

primary affiliation was Shaari Jerusalem in the North End 

(slightly smaller than CBJ). 

• Both rabbis were born and received rabbinical ordination in 

Eastern Europe. They served as rabbis in Europe or New 

York before coming to Boston. 

• Rabbinical ordination was received from an individual rabbi in 

Europe. While this initially might appear less prestigious than 

receiving semicha from a rabbinical school, Rabbi Friederman's 

mentor Rabbi Yitzchak Elchanan Spektor was "considered the 

pre-eminent Halachic authority of his time" (source: 

• 

Wikipedia). As illustration of Spektor's prominence, the Rabbi 

Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary (RIETS) at Yeshiva 

University, which today is the center of Modern American 

Orthodox Judaism, was named in his honor (RIETS stands for 

"Rabbi Yitzchak Elchanan Theological Seminary"). 

Left: Rabbi Yitzchak Elchanan Spektor. Right: RIETS Seal 
(in Hebrew, Yeshivat Rav Yitzchak Elchanan) 

Each man served as the rabbi for at least three congregations 

(the Boston City Directory for the year 1900 shows Margolies 

as the rabbi for six shuls, with Friederman listed for three). 

Obviously the small and newly established immigrant shuls 
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• 

• 

• 

could not provide full-time employment, so rabbis needed to 

find part-time jobs (with shammases and others leading 

services when the rabbi was absent). 

Rabbi Moses Margolies: 
Shuls Served in the Boston 1900 City Directory 

*Boston Synagogue Predecessor Shu/ 

1. Beth Jacob* 2. Anshei Libavitz* 

3. Adath Jesura Susach Ari* 4. Shaari Jerusalem 

5. Beth Israel 6. Chevra Tehilim 

In 1900, Rabbi Margolies was 52 and Rabbi Friederman was 

37. Based on their age difference as well as other sources 

discussed later in this chapter, Margolies was the dean of 

Orthodox Judaism in the North and West Ends. 

The younger man (Friederman) touted his academic 

capabilities, listing two publications (and writing two more in 

later years) . 

.Neither was a rabbi's son. This is in contrast to the stereotype 

of Eastern European shtetls, where sons of rabbis succeeded 

their fathers. Perhaps if one were the son of a rabbi with 

guaranteed dynastic employment, the natural inclination would 

be to stay in the old country. 

Orthodox Versus Reform Rabbi Credentials 

Margolies and Friederman's backgrounds were substantially 

different than those of rabbis at Reform temples such as Raphael 

Lasker and Samuel Hirschberg at Ohabei Shalom. From the American 

Jewish Yearbook, here are Lasker's and Hirshberg's biographies: 

Lasker, Raphael. Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Ohabei 

Shalom, Boston, Mass. Born February 19, 1838, at Zirke, 

Prussia. Educated by his father [rabbi of Zirke] Rabbi Caro 

of Pinne; Rabbi Hirsch Schneidemihl, Obornick; and Rabbis 

Nfoses Feilchenfeld and Mendel Rogasen, all in Posen; and at 

the Gymnasium of Gleiwitz and the University of Giessen. 

Was Rabbi and founder of Congregation Bnai Abraham, 

Portsmouth, Ohio, 1858; Rabbi of Congregation Shaar 
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Hashomayim, New York City, for rune years; of Temple 

Israel, Brooklyn, N. Y., 1871-1876. Member of the Boston 

Public School Board for six years. Editor of the N ew Era 

Jewish Magazine. Address: 31 Doane, Boston, Mass. 

Hirshberg, Samuel. Rabbi (since 1895) of Congregation 

Ohabei Shalom, Boston, Mass. Born December 14, 1869, at 

Cincinnati, Ohio. Son of Maurice A. Hirshberg and Sarah 

Samuels. Educated at Hebrew Union College (Rabbi, 1891); 

University of Cincinnati (B.L., 1891); and Harvard University 

(M.A., 1902). Was Rabbi of Congregation Achduth 

Vesholom, Fort Wayne, Ind., 1891 -1895. Married, October 

24, 1899, Jeannette Rosalie Hirshberg. Address: 30 Coolidge, 
Brookline, Mass. 

American Jewish Year Book 5664, op. cit. 

Looking first at Rabbi Lasker: in 1903 Ohabei Shalom was 60 years 

old, and therefore sufficiently well established to have a 65-year-old 

rabbi emeritus like Lasker. Unlike Margolies and Friederman, Lasker 

came from Germany (Prussia). He was university-educated and 

received rabbinical ordination from a bet din of four rabbis, including 

his father. He then served as rabbi of three congregations in 1858 

through 1876 - at which point Ohabei Shalom employed him as 

rabbi for eighteen years from 1877 to 1895. 

In short, Rabbi Lasker is stereotypical of the type of rabbi that a 

big city Reform synagogue would have hired: someone from 

Germany with university as well as rabbinical credentials; with 

demonstrated success in leading congregations. Lasker's ability to 

participate in broader Boston society is illustrated by his serving on 

the Boston Public School Board. He lived not in an immigrant 

neighborhood, but on Doane near Milk Street in what is now the 

Financial District. 

In 1895, Rabbi Lasker was succeeded by Rabbi Hirschberg. Unlike 

his predecessor, Hirschberg was a native-born American and 

graduate of Hebrew Union College (the Reform seminary) as well as 

the University of Cincinnati. After serving at the age of 22 as rabbi in 

Fort Wayne, Indiana, he came to Ohabei Shalom at 26. He also held 

an M.A. from Harvard, which would have impressed his Boston 
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congregan ts . 

Rabbi Hirschberg's biography is typical for Reform rabbis. With 

the establishment of Hebrew Union College (HUC), there no longer 

was a need to go to Germany for replacement rabbis. Instead, 

Ohabei Shalom could hire an HUC graduate with strong secular 

academic credentials. Rabbi Hirschberg lived in Brookline, not 

Boston, and so was one of the earliest Jews who chose to live in the 

suburbs. 

So there was a world of difference between the West and North 

End rabbis and the rabbis from Ohabei Shalom. 

More on Rabbi Margolies 

Despite his comparatively modest American Jewish Yearbook 

biography, Congregation Beth Jacob's and Anshei Libavitz's Rabbi 

Margolies ultimately had a more impressive career than the Ohabei 

Shalom rabbis. In the years when Margolies lived in Boston (1883 to 

1906), many considered him to be the leading Orthodox rabbi in the 

city. Some commentators called him Chief Rabbi, although this 

appears to be an honorary rather than an official title. In this sketch 

from History OJ the Jews of Boston (1892), Margolies was credited with 

being the leader of the united Orthodox congregations of the North 

and West Ends: 

The subject of this sketch, Rabbi M. Z. Margolies, of the 

United Hebrew Orthodox Congregations, of Boston, first 

saw light on the 17th of February, 1851, in the city of Kross, 

Russia. Under the guidance and influence of the celebrated 

Rabbis Volper, Huroitz and Alpert, the 

famous Rabbi of the city of Bialistock, he 

studied the Talmud. Endowed with a 

keenly intellectual faculty, added to 

assiduous study, he soon acquired a 

masterly knowledge of the Talmudical 

lore. After receiving his Rabbinical 

diploma he was chosen as assistant Rabbi 

with the sanction of the Russian 

Government, in the city of Meretz, in his 
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21st year. His second Rabbinical position was at the city of 

Roslow, where he served as Chief Rabbi for 12 years. His 

usefulness and influence soon felt itself beyond its spheres. 

While being Rabbi at Roslow he received a unanimous call 

from the Congregation "Shomre Beth Abraham"28 of this 

city, the largest Hebrew Orthodox Congregation at the 

North End, which position he accepted. The Rabbi 

succeeded, by his able and impressive sermons, which bear 

the stamp of sincerity and earnestness, in uniting the various 

congregations of North and West Ends, of which he is now 

the spiritual guide and leader, which confidence and respect 

he enjoys and commands. The Rabbi fondly enjoys his 
family life with his wife and four children. 

History of the Jews of Boston, 1892 

There are two other descriptions of Margolies in his Boston years. 

The first comes from Ephraim Lisitzky, who immigrated to Boston 

in 1900 from Slutzk, Russia at the age of 15. As recounted in his 

autobiography In the Grip of Cross Currents (written years later in 1949), 

Lisitzky, who had been an observant yeshiva bocher (young man; 

student) in Slutzk, visited Margolies shortly after he arrived in 

Boston. He refers to Margolies by his acronym Ramaz (short for 

Rav Moshe Zevulon),29 and comments favorably on the rabbi's 

learning and presence: 

28 The Baldwin Street Shul. 

29 Prominent rabbis often were honored with acronyms. The most famous examples 
are Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (Shlomo Itshaki), or Rashi; and Rabbi Moses ben 
Maimon (Maimonides), or Rambam. 
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The Chief Rabbi of Boston at that time 

[1900] was Rabbi Moshe Zebulon Margolies, 

known as The Ramaz... Ramaz' face 

glowed ... with its chiseled lines, delicate skin, 
and brilliant expression. He had a grand air 

and dressed elegantly. His tall figure was 

accentuated by a top-hat, whose blackness 

contrasted with the white of his long full 

beard and of the hair falling down on the 

nape of his neck where it was trimmed in a 

straight line. 

Ramaz was a modest man, but his very 

appearance commanded respect. 

* * * 
Shortly after I arrived m Boston my 

Rabbi Moses 
.Margolies. 

father presented me to Ramaz, who invited www.ramaz.org. 

me to visit him at home. I eagerly 

responded to his invitation. Each time I visited him I basked 

in his learning - Ramaz cleared up obscure passages in the 

Talmud for me. 

Lisitzky, In the Grip of Cross Currents 

Lisitzky portrays Margolies as a surprisingly 'progressive' rabbi 

along several dimensions. First, he was strongly pro-Zionist: 

Zionism encountered great difficulties in making its way at 

the beginning of the century in America. Some Orthodox 

rabbis were hesitant to help it; others opposed Zionism 

actively, seeing it as subversive of traditional Judaism. But 

Ramaz became one of the champions of Zionism. A portrait 

of bare-headed Herzl hung on the east wall of his home 

together with portraits of great Jewish scholars; he 

pronounced Herzl's name with reverence. He also 

propagated the idea of a Jewish renaissance in Palestine in 

both his synagogue sermons and m his private 

conversations .... The Ramaz' home in Boston became a 

meeting place for Zionists. 
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Second, Lisitzky notes that Margolies accepted the fact that his son 

Sam was "educated both at the yeshiva and at Harvard University" 

and gave speeches in English as well as Yiddish. Many traditionalist 

rabbis rejected secular learning and demanded that all sermons be in 

Yiddish. 

Finally, Lisitzky emphasized Margolies's belief in the need to 

develop Jewish rabbinic leadership in America, rather than viewing 

America as a place where Jews were losing their faith and therefore 

looking to Eastern Europe for rabbis. When Lisitzky spoke to 

Margolies about returning to Slutszk for rabbinical training, Margolies 

instead recommended that he attend the new Rabbi Isaac Elchanan 

seminary in New York: 

Ramaz ... foresaw that American Jewry was destined to 

become the center of world Jewry, and he was concerned lest 

it deteriorate spiritually for lack of higher educational 

institutions. When the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Yeshiva was 
founded in New York (today Yeshiva University), Ramaz 

became its patron. Even when he still lived in Boston he 

was a staunch supporter of the yeshiva: when he settled in 

New York, Ramaz became its chief leader and benefactor till 

his death . 

.. . I had told Ramaz of my decision to return to Slutzk 

Yeshiva: and ... I came to ask his advice as to the best way 

to go about becoming a Rabbi. 

"My son,'' he replied, "wherever Israel has gone the 

Torah has followed. It has followed us into our American 

exile, too. A modest beginning has, with God's help, been 

made at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Yeshiva which has been 

founded in New York. The yeshiva provides for its students. 

Go there my son, study at the yeshiva, and He Who causes 

His Name to dwell wherever the Torah dwells will surely aid 

you." 

So based on Lisitzky's portrait, Margolies, despite his traditionalist 

background, was surprisingly broad-minded, making him a precursor 

to what Joseph Soloveitchick would develop into Modern 

Orthodoxy. 
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* * * 
In a second (and amusing) vignette about Margolies (published in 

the New Yorker in 1953), Samuel Behrman recounts what happened 

sixty years earlier in 1893 when Margolies' daughter Ida married into 

the author's family. Apparently Margolies was so important a rabbi 

and so strict on kosher meat certification standards in Boston that in 

retaliation, the local butchers paid Sl,500 to poison the 2,000 guests 

at Ida's wedding (equivalent to $37,000 today). Fortunately no one 

died: 

About the time I was born, a radiant event took place in 

my family . .. . the totally unexpected engagement, in 1893, of 

my Uncle Harry, who lived a couple of blocks away on 

Providence Street, to a Boston girl named Ida, the daughter 

of the Ramaz ... . 

The Ramaz, who was then presiding over the Baldwin 

Place Synagogue, in Boston, to which he had been 

summoned from Lithuania seven years before, traced his 

descent from a celebrated rabbi known as the Rashi, one of 

the greatest of Talmudic commentators, who lived in France 

in the eleventh century ... 

[Ida's] marriage to my Uncle Harry, which took place in 

Meinhard Hall, in Boston, received more than the 

conventional reporting in the social columns, because most 

of the two thousand guests, as well as the bride, were 

poisoned. In Worcester, the event was known for years as 

Ida's Poisoned Wedding. "BEAUTIFUL BLONDE IN A 

BLUE SATIN DRESS POISONED AT HER OWN 

WEDDING," went one headline, and another declared, 

"RABBI'S DAUGHTER AND TWO THOUSA).JD 

GUESTS POIS00JED BY DEJECTED LOVER." The 

dejected lover was Perrele Greenbaum. Perrele had 

everything; he was successful in business, lively, generous, 

and very much in love with Ida. But he was a materialist and 

couldn't resist the Saturday influx of business at his store ..... 

As [Ida] was standing under the wedding canopy, a 

visitation came to her: a voice like an angel's whispered, 

"Don't sit at the head table and don't eat!" This injunction 
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she did not obey. Presently, there was panic in the hall and 

Ida understood why the voice had whispered to her. The 

guests all became very ill, those at the head table 

experiencing the first paroxysms; she became very ill herself. 

The Ramaz spoke to the guests quietly. The guilty ones 

would be discovered, he said, and God would punish them. 

The Ramaz's prediction came true soon enough. The very 

next day, while the two thousand guests were still writhing, 

the wife of a butcher who had wanted to supply the meat for 

the wedding but who had been refused came rushing to the 

Ramaz crying hysterically. Her small son had just fallen off a 

roof, and she took this as a punishment from God. The 
Ramaz had turned this particular butcher down because he 

did not consider that his product met the ritual requirements 

for kosher meat. The Ramaz had many enemies among the 

Boston butchers, who found he could not be bribed to give 

certificates, or Hashgohes, qualifying their meat. The 

turndown for this big wedding was more than they could 

take. Some of the illegal butchers got together and raised 

fifteen hundred dollars, with which they bribed a druggist to 

concoct a poison that would not be fatal but would make the 

guests violently ill. When the plot was revealed by the 

butcher's hysterical wife, the Ramaz, instead of demanding 

that the offenders be sent to jail, rushed off to see the 

injured child, and this convinced the mother that the boy 

would get well, which, indeed, he did. God, said the Ramaz, 

would punish the plotters; revenge was not his province. So 

it came to pass. The druggist, who had been prosperous, 

gradually lost his business as the news got around; the illegal 

butchers and their leader, since the Ramaz continued to 

refuse to give them Hashgohes, were forced eventually to 

seek other trades. 

"D aughter of the Ramaz," S.N. Behrman, The New Yorker, November 21 , 1953 
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In 1906, Margolies left Boston to become senior Rabbi of Kehilath 

Jeshurun, a 

Manhattan. 30 

nationally prominent Orthodox synagogue m 

He then played a major role in the formation of 

Yeshiva University, and was one of the speakers at a major 1933 anti­

Nazi rally held at Madison Square Garden in New York. The famous 

Ramaz School in Manhattan was named after him posthumously, 

using his Ramaz acronym. In a 1936 obituary in the N ew York Times, 

he is called the "dean of the orthodox rabbis in North America." 

Margolies' story is reminiscent of Babe Ruth being traded from the 

Boston Red Sox to the New York Yankees in 1919. While Margolies 

was prominent in Boston, he became much more important in New 

York. 

Rabbi Margolies addressing 1933 Mass Rally at Madison Square Garden in 
NYC against the "\!azi persecution of Jews. 
http: / / ''"·w.ramaz.org/public / legacy.cfm 

30 He ,,·as paid Sl ,000, equivalent to S25,000 today. (source: Modern Heretic and a 
Traditional Co111111unit;·: Mordecai ,\,J. Kaplan; Jeffrey S. Gurock, Jacob J. Schacter; p.51. 
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Rabbi Margolies New York Times Obituary, August 26, 1936 

RABBI MARGOLIES 
DIES OF PNEUMONIA 

Deari ·· of Orthodox Synagogue 
Heads, 85, Zionist Leader 

and Jewish Educator. 

FOUNDER OF RELIEF GR6UP 

Rose From Sickbed in 1933 to 
Address Meeting of Protest 

Against Anti-Semitism. 

Speda.l to Tm; NEW You: TDU:I. 

BELMAR, N • .J., Aug. 25.-The 
Rev. Moses S. Margolies, dean of 
the orthodox rabbis in North Amer. 
lea and head ot the Kehilath 
Jeshurun Synagogue of New 'fork, 
died at· the Carlton Hot~J b~re 
shortly after 5 A. M. today. He 
became seriously ill of pneumonia 
a week ago. His age was 85. 

His wife, a son, Hyman Mar­
golies of New York, and a daughter, 1 
Mrs. Ida Newman of Newark, N. J .. 
were a.t the bedside when he died. 

Funeral services will be held to- 1 
morrow morning at the Kehilatb 
Jeshurun Synagogue, Eighty-filth 1 

Street near Park Avenue, New 1 

York. I 

Spoke at Protest :aleetlng 
Failing health after he reached 

the age ot 80 did not diminish the 
active participation of Rabbi Moses 
S. Margolies In J ewtsh a!fnlrs. 
Anti-Semitism in Germany moved 
him so deeply that he rose from a 
a:ickbed on March 27, 1933, to ad­
dress a protest mass meeting at 
Madison Square Garden. 

Dean ot the Orthodox .Tewish rab­
binate in tbis country, he brought 
the audience of 20,000 to its feet 
as he pronounced a prayer in He­
brew asking that the persecutions 
cease and that the hearts ot the 
enemies o! Israel be softened.. 

No religious or cultural activity 
here or abroad wu foreign to the 
scope of Rabbi Ma.rgolies's inter­
est. HiJI cbJe! objective wa.s the 
establishment and expanslon or in­
stitutions ot Jewish learning 
throughout the world, and he was 
one of the first to recognize the 
necessity of combining religious and 
secular knowledge in theae institu­
tions. 

Rabbi Margolies was born in 
Kroza, Russia, In April, 1801. His 
rabbinical trainlng was obtained in 
tbe yeshivas ot Kroza and Bialys­
tok.. At the age of 26 he became 
:.. rabbi in Sloboda, where he served 
Until he was called to Boston in 
1889 as chief rabbi ot the Orthodox 
community there. 
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.A.a•<:>oJat•d Pro•• Pboto. 
RABBI M. S. MARGOLIES 

Came to New York In 1906 
In 1906 he came to New York to 

fill the pulpit of Congregation Kehi­
lath J eshurun, 117 East Eighty­
fifth Street, one of the largest and 
most influential Orthodox congre­
gations in the country. He con­
tinued to serve as rabbi there until 
his death. although in recent yea.rs 
most of the actual duties of the 
post devolved on his grandson, 
Rabbi .Joseph H. Looksteln, who 
was associate rabbi ot the congre­
gation. 

For many yea.r.!I pres fcfent ot the 
Union of Orthodox Rabbis or the 
United States and Canada, Rabbi 
Margolies look a leading part in 
most Jewish movements. At hJs 
death he was honorary president 
ot the Union o! Orthodox Rabbis 
and of Yeshiva College, which he 
did much to build. 

He was founder and honorary 
chairman or the Central Relief 
Committee, which was merged later 
into the American Jewish Joint Dis­
tribution Committee. He was chair­
man of the Rabbinical Board of 
New· York, bead ot the board at 
education o! the Uptown Talmud 
Torah and a director o! the Rabbi 
Jacob Joseph School and of the 
Hebrew Sbelteriog aod Immigrant 
Aid Society. 



A l?i""""' z!Cl[J!Sf. he w:a.,; a:c,nv:•r 
In the ll!izrachi, the Orthodox Zion- 1 
ist Organization of America. He ' 
organized the supervisory system 
under which kosher meat was dis­
tributed ln this city and, in cooper­
ation with other Jewish leaders, he 
founded the Kehillah here. 

Former Head of Yeshiva College 
His concern with problems o! Jew-

ish education led him to seek the 
organization of the secular high 
school department of the Rabbi 
Isaac Elchanan Theological Semi­
nary, out of which grew Yeshiva 
College. He was president of the ! 
college and seminary for several 
years. 

Many Institutions in Palestine 
held his interest. More than 1,000 
trees were planted in his honor 
there: A special tract, known as 
the Ramaz Forest, was established I 
and friends, acting through the I 
Jewish National Fund, contributed 
to the tree planting. The name was 
taken from the word "rabbi" in 
conjunction with Mr. Margolles's 
Initials. 

Among the Institutions In Jeru· 
aalem which he served as chairman 
were the United Charities, the 
Kneseth Israel, the Diskin Orphan 1 

Asylum, the United Home for the 
Aged and the Rabbinical College 
Torah Chayim. He was also treas· 
urer for many yeshivas in Poland 
and. Lithuania. 

Rabbi Margolies had four chil­
dren by his first wife, who died in 

TR.IBUTES BY LEADING JEWS 

Work and Personality of Rabbi 
Margolies Are Praised. 

Jewish leaders in the city joined 
yesterday in praising the work ot 
Rabbi Moses S. Margolies. Among 
the tributes were: 
Dr. BERNARD REVEL. President 

of the Faculty of Yeshiva College 
-Dr. Margolies was a recognized 
and revered leader of the Amer­
ican Orthodox rabbinate. He was 
a unique spiritual personality. 
Master of the entire field of Je-N­
ish Jore and Jaw, be dedicated bis 
life to the dissemination of Jew­
ish learning and idealism and was 
a great force for God and good, 
tor selflessness and spirituality in 
the lite of the Jewish community 
in this land. 

Re.bbl HERBERT S. GOLDSTEIN, 
Honorary President o! the Union 
of Orthodox Jewish Congrega­
tions of America-Rabbi Mar­
smlies was above all a neat au-
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1912, A «1aiiiihter. · · Mrs: Etfa 
Schlang, died in 1932, and a son, 
Rabbi Samuel Margolies ot Cleve­
land, died in 1918. The surviving 
children are Mrs. Ida Newman of 
Newark and Hyman Margolies of 
this city. There are twelve grand­
children and three great-grandchil­
dren. 

Ra.bbl Margolies was married 
four times. His fourth marriage 
was on March 24, 1927, to Mrs. lfia 
M. Braz. 

thority on Jewish law, which en­
abled him to ·be a liberal ~ntt?r­
preter ot jt; He was not a clois­
tered scholar, but e. friend to all 
who sought bis aid. 

Borough President SAMUEL LEVY 
-The sense ot personal loss sus­
tained through the passing of my 
revered rabbi and teacher is tran­
scended by the loss to American 
Israel and world Jewry. Though 
bis supreme contribution was to 
the cause ot Jewish learning in 
this land and everywhere, he nev­
ertheless gave of bis spirit and 
leadership to every cause for the 
welfare of Israel. He was the un­
crowned head of Orthodox Jewry. 

Rabbi J. L. HOROWITZ, Presid<?nt 
of the Descendants of Rashi Asso­
ciation-He was the most noble 
man in American Jewish life and 
his kind cannot be duplicated. r 

SAMUEL D. LEIDESDORF. Presi- i 
dent of the Federation for the 
Support of Jewish Philanthropic 
Societies of New York-New York 
bas lost a great religlous and com­
munal leader. He was innuential 
in the philanthropic life of the 
community. His counsel aad 
guidance will be greatly missed. 



More on Rabbi Friederman 

Separately from Friedman's Amen.can Jewish Yearbook capsule 

profile, there is an in-depth biography in Orthodox Judaism in Amen.ca. 

From this, one learns that Friederman came to Boston in 1895 from 

New York City (and stayed, in reversal of Margolies' path). In 

addition to serving as a pulpit rabbi, he was interested in Jewish 

education (in which he was less than successful), working with 

Chassidic rabbi Pinchas Horowitz. He also was well known as a 

traditionalist preacher who published sermons. In these, he opposed 

Reform Judaism and urged American Jews to follow Old Country 

religious practices: 

FRIEDERMAN, ZALMAN YAAKOV (c. 1860-1934). 

Rabbi. Zelman Yaakov Friederman (son of Baruch 

Mordechai) was born in Meretz, near Vilna, Lithuania, in the 

1860s. At the age of 12 he went to Siobodka to study the 

Talmud with Rabbi Moshe Danishevsky, head of the 

Slobodka rabbinical court. Later he studied at several small 

yeshivas in Vilna. 

At the age of 20, Friederman received rabbinical 

ordination from the rabbi of Bialystok. Additional letters of 

ordination were received from Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Spektor 

of Kovno, Rabbi Aaron Moshe Lapidus of Rassein, and 

Rabbi Yitzchak Lipa Shereshevsky of Neshvitz. Following 

his marriage in 1889 to the daughter of Rabbi Yaakov 

Lifshitz, personal secretary to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Spektor 

of Kovno, Friederman continued his Talmud studies with 

the financial assistance of his father-in-law. 

Immigrating to America in 1893, Friederman settled in 

New York's Lower East Side, where he was appointed rabbi 

of Congregation Kol Israel Anshei Polin. While in New 

York, he played an important role in the development of the 

East Broadway Talmud Torah and the Kupat HaRamban 

charity. In 1895 Friederman accepted a position as rabbi of a 

consortium of Orthodox congregations in Boston known as 

the Agudar ha-Kehilol. A notable preacher in Yiddish, 

Friederman often bemoaned the condition of American 
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religious life to his congregants in Boston, chastising them 

for not adhering more scrupulously to Orthodox observance. 

In 1895 he also published his first book, Emet v'Emunah; a 

polemic against Reform Judaism. A supporter of the 

founding of the Agudath haRabbonim, Friederman was 

hopeful that a rabbinic union of European Talmud scholars 

might improve the religious condition of American Jewish 

life. 

Together with Hasidic Rabbi Pinchas David Horowitz,31 

who had come to Boston from Palestine in 1914, 

Friederman established a Talmud Torah yeshiva where boys 

studied Talmud after public school hours. But the yeshiva 

did not receive the support of some community leaders and 

Orthodox rabbis who feared that a Talmud Torah yeshiva 

would undermine their afternoon school program. Without 

widespread support of the community, the yeshiva ... was 

eventually closed. 

Friederman maintained an ongoing correspondence with 

the leading scholars of Europe and Palestine regarding 

matters of halakha. Rabbi Israel Meir HaCohen (known as 

the Chafetz Chaim), Rabbi Yehoshua Leib Diskin, Rabbi 

Chaim Ozer Grodzinski, and Rabbi Chaim Sonnenfeld were 

in contact with Friederman and familiar with some of the 

problems he faced as a rabbi in America. 

A long-time activist on behalf of religious Zionism, 

Friederman was in close communication with Rabbi 

Abraham Isaac Kook and in 1934 left Boston for a visit to 

Palestine. While in Palestine Friederman became seriously ill 

and died on December 16, 1934 ... 

Beside the polemical work Emet v'Emunah, Friederman 

authored several books of sermons, including Minchat 

Yaakov, f\.-acha/at Yaakov, and Shoshana! Yaakov. He submitted 

several articles to Judah David Eisenstein's Ozar Yisrae/ and 

3l Friederman married Rabbi Pinchas Horowitz's daughter in 1920 in a \\·edding held 
in Roxbury with 6,000 guests. Later, in a controversy o\·er kashrut (the Lebanon 
Kosher Sausage Factory division of Swift Premium .\frats), Horowitz appointed 
Friederman to represent him in a beth din proceeding (source: A Chassidic Journey). 
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wrote dozens of essays in Ha-Ivn· and Ha-Peies. Writings: 

Emet v'E munah (New York, 1895); Minchat Yaakov (New 

York. 1901); N achalat Yaakov (New York, 1914); Shoshana! 
Yaakov (New York, 1937) .. . 

Orthodox Judaism in A merica: A Biographical Dictionary and S ourcebook by 
Moshe D . Sherman 

Based on the Orthodox Judaism citations, The Boston Synagogue 

purchased Friederman's works for review. The Yakov books are 

collections of sermons for Shabbat and 

holidays, and are written in Hebrew with 

English and Hebrew end papers (see 

Shoshanath Yaakov in Hebrew; Shoshanath 

Jacob in English) . In these books, 

Friederman uses the title "Rabbi of the 

United Congregations" (in Hebrew, Rav 

d'Agudath ha-Kehiloth) rather than listing his 

congregations separately (he is never listed 

as the rabbi for more than three shuls in 

any one year; see Appendix 5) . For 

European readers who did not know where Boston, Massachusetts 

was located, the Hebrew page notes in parentheses that Boston is in 

"Medinath America." 

One suspects that the asserted title was 

meant as a challenge to Margolies' status 

as head Orthodox rabbi in Boston. As 

noted earlier, History of the Jews of Boston 

(1892) stated that Margolies "of the United 

Hebrew Orthodox Congregations, of Boston" 

. . . had succeeded "in uniting the van·ous 
congregations of North and West Ends, of 

which he is now the spiritual guide and 

leader." Thus, for Friederman to use the 

title "Rabbi of the United Congregations" in 

Nachalat Yaakov in 1901 (while Margolies 

was still in Boston) was provocative. 
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A BOOK OF SERMONS 

"' Solomon Jacob Ftledennan 

R.bbi<>ftbe Unit.d~o.f&.too . ..... 

AUTiiOR OF 
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If Friederman's intent was to challenge Margolies' supremacy, it 

did not succeed, since there is no indication that others recognized 

him as "Rabbi of the United Congregations." 

As suggested in the Orthodox Judaism biography, Friederman was a 

traditionalist who opposed what he saw as dangerous assimilation by 

American Jews. A good example of his beliefs is seen in this 

translation from Emel v'Emunah (Truth and Faith), which, as noted in 

the biography, is "a polemic against Reform Judaism:" 

... and what can we say to deceitful acts that were done in 

the past and are still being done today by connivers and wise 

guys who are scheming to make our people forget their 

heritage and religion and let them be immersed in the 

pleasure of assimilation and absorption into the nations, 

from the time of the early Hellenists such as Simon the 

Traitor, Jason, and Menelaus, and all the various other 

heretics, to the new Sadducees in our own time, and all 

those who ignore the Mitzvoth that are explicitly stated in 

the written Torah, and all who seek amendments and 

reforms to the religion of Moses and Israel while deviating 

from the way of life of the Jewish community and live an 

unfettered life by themselves. The difference between their 

deceitful acts today to the deceitful acts at the generations of 

the Judges till the destruction of the Temple, is only the 

difference that exists between the laws of the nations in their 

generations to the way of life of the nations today. In the 

past they believed that they can benefit from being close to 

the gentiles so they assimilate and learn their ways, which 

were in accordance with the spirit of that time. While today 

they are seeking to imitate the gentiles and assimilate in them 

with a passion: they follow their laws and find delight in their 

mores, in accordance with the spirit of the present time. All 

that they do, in spite of the spirit of the Torah that speaks to 

them from experience in the same way as the Torah spoke in 

days past through the mouth of the prophets; namely, that 

the more they are going to copy like monkeys the deeds of 

the gentiles, the more will the gentiles hate them and vomit 

them out of their midst. And if, from their past acts of 
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duplicity, you could have concluded that they did not know 

the Torah, from all their deceitful acts of today we must 

conclude that they don't know and don't comprehend the 

shape of a single letter in Moses' Torah! 

Friederman, Emet v'Emunah, p. 47-48; translated by Gerald Kleinstein 

As illustration of his uncompromising attitude, Friederman 

demanded that Jews wear kippot (skullcaps) at all times, in an era 

when few Jews did this outside the synagogue. 

Rabbi Zalman Yaakov Friederman . . . quickly gained a 

reputation for hard-line opposition to any deviation from the 

strictest Orthodoxy. Predictably, his contribution echoed 
[the] position that bareheadedness is never sanctioned and 

the view . . . that uncovering the head amounted to hukat 

hagqyim, and was therefore absolutely prohibited. Friederman 

even cited sources supporting male head covering during 

sleep and at the bath house. He found room for leniency 
only in a case where one must swear before a Gentile court 

of law, and the judges required bareheadedness. 

Katz and Bayme, Continuity and Change 

Educationally, Friederman pushed for traditional cheder Jewish 

education. Unlike Margolies, he opposed the new Zionist-inspired 

movement in Boston that taught modern Hebrew, feeling that this 

distracted students from learning Jewish religious practices and 

values.32 When graduates of the Zionist Evrio School at 31 North 

Russell Street33 (which included modern Hebrew in its curriculum) 

approached Friederman for Talmud instruction, Louis Hurwich of 

the Bureau of Jewish Education recounted the following story: 

The school could not financially sustain hiring a special 

faculty member for these graduates. But they desired to 

study Torah and particularly Talmud. When they realized 

32 In this context, the statements made in the Orthodox Judaism in America biography 
about Friederman's pro-Zionist stance may have been a later position. 

33 Evrio was located directly opposite the North Russell Street shul (the latter was 
located at 24-30 North Russell Street). 
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that Evrio could not accommodate them, they split into 

groups and knocked on the doors of local rabbis pleading for 

someone to teach them. But they were graduates of a school 

whose reputation was that it taught heresy. Who knows 

what would happen to a rabbi who took these young heretics 

under his wing? One by one the rabbis rejected the young 

people with different excuses. One group ... came to Rabbi 

Freiderman [sic] ... and said: "We have finished Evrio. They 

cannot accommodate us any longer, but we wish to study 

Torah. We want to learn Talmud and we have come to ask 

you to teach us." 

"Do you really want to learn?" 

"Absolutely." 

"How many of you are 

there?" 

"Eighteen to twenty." 

"Fine, I will teach you, but 

as you can tell, there is not 

enough room in my home for 

such a large group. You must 

find a place." 

"We have a place: The Evrio 

School." 

Rabbi Freiderman pounded 

his fist on the table: "I need a 

The Evrio School. 
Jews of Boston 

holy place! The Evrio school is not a holy place." 

Louis Hurwitz, translated by Farber in An American Orthodox Dreamer, pp. 
22-23 

Finally Friederman was unhappy with American synagogue 

structure, in which rabbis had to accommodate the requirements of 

lay-led boards, in contrast to the monarchical control that heads of 

yeshivas or Chassidic rebbes enjoyed. As he complained in Shoshanat 

Yaakov in 1927: 
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The rabbis must satisfy the wants of the audience, for that 

is the foundation for their survival, since their prodders - the 

officers of the synagogues - order them: "expand the 

membership of the congregation, increase the audience, 

attract the affluent to hear your sermons," so as to increase 

the income. 

Friederman, Shoshana! Yaakov, in Sollers, Multilingual America 

In sum, for people who were less than 100% old country 

Orthodox, Friederman was not their ideal rabbi. As a result, 

Friederman's 'fit' with the members of Ein Jacob would prove 

tenuous. By 1910, the Boston City Directory shows that its rabbi was 

Isaac Baritz, who remained there until 1923, at which point Ein Jacob 
merged into Beth Jacob. 

World-view: Margolies Versus Friederman 

From the above descriptions, one might conclude that Margolies 

was 'progressive' while Friederman was 'traditionalist,' but the actual 

distinctions between the two are not so clear-cut. Both Margolies 

and Friederman came from traditional Eastern European 

backgrounds and were involved in the founding of the haredi 

organization Agudas Harabbonim, founded in 1902. As Sarna notes, 

this placed both rabbis at the right wing of American Judaism: 

In a bid to gain greater attention, sixty European-trained 

rabbis who most vocally represented Judaism's right wing 

convened on July 29, 1902... to formalize the creation of 

what they called, carefully avoiding the profane English 

tongue, the Agudath ha-Rabbanim (United Orthodox 

Rabbis). Talking in Yiddish and writing in Hebrew, the 

rabbis expressed ... concern over the future of Judaism in 

America . . . They worried about low standards of Jewish 

education, inadequate observance of the Jewish Sabbath, 

improper supervision of kosher food, lax observance of 

Jewish marriage and divorce laws, and the like. Their solution 

. . . was to reinvigorate the authority of European-trained 

rabbis (like themselves), who would work to solve these 

problems collectively . . . The only Orthodox rabbis they 
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were prepared to recognize were those trained in traditional 

Talmudic academies, known as yeshivot, and personally 

ordained by an East European rabbinic luminary. They also 

promoted a strategy of resistance to Americanization, 

opposing English-language sermons and advocating Yiddish 

as the preferred language of instruction in Jewish schools. 

Sarna, American Judaism pp. 191-192 

Margolies was president of Agudath Harabbonim for some years, 

and, per his New York Times obituary, was honorary president at the 

time of his death. So he was not some left-wing rabbinical 'radical' 

like Mordechai Kaplan.34 

Despite this, Margolies and Friederman developed different world­

views, particularly with respect to how Judaism should respond to 

new American and Zionist social forces. 

This is something highlighted in Seth Farber's An American 

Orthodox Dreamer: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik and Boston's Maimonides 

School. Farber pictures Margolies as a progenitor of modern 

Orthodoxy, while Friederman was ·old-world haredi: 

Conflicting perspectives regarding their new environment 

existed between the rabbinic leadership of the new Orthodox 

immigrants and the more traditionalist rabbis. Rabbi Moshe 

Zevulun Margolies (Ramaz), who lived in Boston until 

1902,35 saw opportunities for religious growth within his new 

34 Indeed, Margolies was hired by Kehillat J eshurun to provide a senior consernti,-e 
rabbinical presence to offset the 'left-wing' resident 'minister' -- Mordechai Kaplan. 
Kaplan was jealous of Margolies, saying the following in his dairy: "October 29, 
1914: Margolies rose to speak. I can surmise by this time what he has to say on 
occasions such as these. I have heard him repeat these speeches so often that I know 
them backwards. There is absolutely no connection in what he says, his language -
i.e. his Yiddish is interspersed with English words, and he tries to make up for the 
lack of sense by being vociferous, getting red in the face and sometimes even 
sramping with his foot. These tricks ill accord with his general makeup and with his 
well combed white long beard. His followers listen to him with what might be called 
a sacramental attitude. They expect nothing new; what he says is a sort of liturgy with 
them and they are perfectly satisfied with whatever he says." (Commm1i11gs of the Spirit: 
Thtjoumalsoj _\fordecai.\1. Kaplan , 1913- 1934) 

35 The .'\-ew Y ork Times obituary says 1906, which is supported by Boston City Direc!OIJ' 

listings. 
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society and attempted to Americanize European Orthodoxy. 

Ramaz preached to immigrants who had abandoned 

Orthodoxy, attempting to win them back to a more modern 

form of traditional Judaism. Rabbi Zalman Ya'akov36 
Freiderman [sic], by contrast, rejected Americanism and 

sought to reduce its attractive power over American Jews, 

even though he himself was forced to adopt certain elements 

of the new cultural environment, such as the English 

language. While the Freiderman-type rabbis, like their 

counterparts in Europe, tended to idealize their European 

past, Ramaz and his colleagues focused their sermons and 

their writings on the promising future for Orthodoxy in 

America, Ramaz shared a common mode of old-world dress 
with Rabbi Freiderman, but each related differently to his 

new surroundings. 

Farber, An American Orthodox Dreamer, p. 4 

Thus, while Friederman became the senior Orthodox rabbi in the 

North and West Ends37 after Margolies left for greener pastures in 

New York, he would be out of touch with an increasing fraction of 

his congregants and his synagogue lay leadership. 

The effect would be seen in the time period between 1905 and 

1925 with respect to the types of rabbis who were hired by The 

Boston Synagogue's predecessor shuls. Few of them engaged 

Friederman clones. 

Rabbinical Infighting 

In addition to conflicts over ideology, the rabbis in this era fought 

for control of the newly established Boston Orthodox community (a 

good example is Friederman's use of the title "Rabbi of the United 

Congregations"). Kashrut became a key venue for infighting, since it 

was a lucrative income source. Here is a discussion by Lisitzky, who 

clearly was a Margolies loyalist. One suspects that one of the rabbis 

36 Zalman is Yiddish for 'Solomon'; Yaakov is Hebrew/Yiddish for Jacob. So 
Zalman Yaakov Friederman is the same name as Solomon Jacob Friederman. 

37 Aside from Pinchas Horowitz in the Chassidic niche. 
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he is attacking is Friederman: 

[Ramaz] was not the only rabbi in Boston. There were 

others - the same self-important braggarts as in other Jewish 

communities in America. For American rabbis had deserted 

the moral basis of their profession to foster Jewish learning. 

Instead, they converted Judaism into a kashruth cult. This 

cult they made the cardinal tenet of American Jewish life. 

Supervision of this cult yielded a material reward - the 

kashruth certification fee - to which everyone aspired. The 

result was ugly competition; what one rabbi declared kosher, 

another declared not kosher, all for the sake of profit, under 

the guise of piety. 

Ramaz was an Orthodox rabbi who would not and could 

not shirk the responsibility of kashruth, a fundamental of 

traditional Judaism. Nor could he avoid conflict with other 

rabbis. But his intentions were of the highest, and he was 

careful to keep his nature and that of the community 

unsullied. 
Llsitzky, op. cit. 

Lisitzky's portrait of Margolies as totally altruistic and unconcerned 

about power and money arguably is overstated. As previously noted, 

Margolies was the listed rabbi for six shuls, he accepted honorifics 

like Chief Rabbi and the Ramaz acronym (something reserved for 

great rabbis), and he liked to dress elegantly with a top-hat. In 

addition, paying for a wedding with 2,000 guests was expensive. In 

the end, the major difference between Margolies and his rivals may 

be that he was more successful in asserting his authority. 

In future years, the fight over control would continue, with some 

of the Boston rabbis (Moses Margolies and his successor Wolf 

Margolis) changing the venue to New York (see Chapter 5). In the 

1930s through 1941, kashrut in Boston would become a major source 

of conflict between Rav Joseph Soloveitchick and the entrenched 

V'aad Harabonim (source: Farber, op. cit.). In 1965, litigation brought 

by the United Kosher Butchers Association against the V'aad would 
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be decided in favor of the V'aad on First Amendment grounds.38 

Shul Lay Leadership 

Sharing power with the rabbis were shul officers and board 

members. For immigrants with minimal experience with political 

power, becoming part of lay leadership was a powerful affirmation of 

having 'made it' in American Jewish society. Only people with high 

social standing became officers or board members. Shul officers had 

the privilege of sitting next to the ark, in clear sight of the 

congregation. 

Here is how Charles Angoff, a resident of the West End born in 

1903, described the importance of his great-uncle Mattel, a vice­

president of North Russell Street Shul: 

[The] vice president [of North Russell Street] was a great­

uncle of mine, the son of my grandmother. He was the 

nabob in our family. He ran a soda and candy store on 

Leverett Street and did handsomely39 .... 

On Saturdays, before I was bar mitzvah, I was, so to speak, 

my Alte Bobbe's Shabbes gqy (Sabbath gentile). I would go 

with her to the North Russell Street Shul, carrying her 

prayerbook. .. That relieved her from any possible charge of 

carrying something on the Sabbath, and hence performing 

manual labor. Now and then I would look upstairs at her, 

where she sat with the other women, and I saw on her face a 

joy and a delight such as I have never seen since. She looked 

at her son, the vice-president of the synagogue, and she was 

happy, as only a woman of ninety can be happy her son was 

a gabbai (important functionary) in a synagogue. What greater 

joy was there for a mother? 

Charles Angoff, "Memories of Boston" in The Menorah J ourna!, 1962 
valedictory issue 

38United Kosher Butchers Association v. Associated Synagogues of Greater Boston, 349 Mass. 
595, 598 (1965). See further discussion of the case in Chapter 13. 

39 In the modern world, it is unlikely that a candy store owner would be considered a 
"nabob." 
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On one occasion, when Mottel faced a scandal that jeopardized his 

standing, an enemy argued that he no longer deserved the honor of 

sitting next to the Ark (inter alia showing how important an honor 

this was) 40: 

Motte! was ... an officer in one of the most respected 

synagogues [North Russell Street] in Boston, the owner of a 

prosperous candy-and-soda store, and in general a man of 

eminence in the community.... [After his daughter became 

the mistress of a married man], Mottel came up for re­

election as vice-president of his synagogue, and expected to 

be re-elected as a matter of course, as he had been three 

times before. But he sensed strong opposition. At first this 

opposition refused to come out into the open, but then a 

long-time enemy blurted out at a meeting of the Board of 

Trustees of the synagogue: "I don't think it is proper that we 

have sitting beside the Holy Ark every Saturday and every 

holiday a man whose daughter openly indulges in sin." 

Motte! was reelected by a large majority. 

Angoff, Something About My Father, pp. 130, 136 

In this spirit, here are the leaders of CB] in 1899, as listed in the 

American Jewish Yearbook: 

• 

• 

• 

Elias Kamberg was President of the CBJ in 1899. Nothing 

else is known about him, aside from the fact that he was the 

start of a long series of Kambergs associated with the shul. In 

the 1940 incorporation papers for Beth Amedrish Agudal Beth 

Jacob (merging North Russell with Beth Jacob), his son Morris 

Kamberg is listed second in the list of officers. 

A. Shine was Vice President; nothing else is known about 

him. 

J. Rathchkovsky is listed as 'Assistant' to the rabbi. In the 

Boston Cit)' Directo~)! for 1900 and 1910, he is listed as ]. 

40 At Charles RiYer Park Synagogue, officers like Allan Green continued to sit up on 

the platform by the ark into the 1980s. This is why there are four wooden chairs 
with armrests - for use upfront. In the shul's modern era, no one sits on the front 
platform any longer. 
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Rachkoosky, Sexton. Typically, the assistant/ sexton/ sham­
mash was a poorly paid position. 

Kambergs Associated With The Boston Synagogue Shuls 

From: From: 
1941 Mortgage The Boston Synagogue 

Redemption Plaque Memorial Board 

Officers of the [Ladies] Rose Kamberg March 3, 1924 
Auxiliary Dora Kamberg April 8, 1948 

Mrs. D . Kamberg, Treasurer Morris Kamberg November 13, 1950 
Dr. Irving Kamberg September 17, 1988 

Mortgage Committee 
Mr. M. Kamberg, Vice 
Chairman 

Mr. D. Kamberg 

Board of Directors 

Mr. M. Kamberg 
Mortgage Redemption 
Donors 
Mr. & Mrs. M. Kamberg 

At the turn of the century, powerful rabbis such as Margolies and 

Friederman would largely control the policies of their synagogues. 

However, over time, socially and economically privileged lay 

leadership would assert control at the expense of the rabbis. 

Shul Affiliations 

Although all of the predecessor synagogues were Orthodox, there 

is no indication that they had formal movement affiliations. This 

presumably was because: 

• 

• 

The major Orthodox organization, Agudat Harabbonim 

(Union of Orthodox Rabbis), was an assembly of rabbis rather 

than synagogues. 

More generally, the predecessor shuls had no trouble finding 

rabbis (a typical reason for movement affiliation). There was 

therefore no reason to pay dues to an outside group. 
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Chapter 4 

The Early Shuls and their Communities 

Wieder, in The Ear!J Jewish Community of Boston's North End, 

commented on the broader role of the immigrant synagogue beyond 

being a place of worship: 

To the early settlers the synagogue meant much more than 

just a place of worship. Before and after the services, 

worshipers discussed all matters that were vital to them in 

the new world. The stranger, whom a long business trip 

brought to Boston, stopped first at the synagogue to inquire 

about lodging in a Jewish home. Here they exchanged 

experiences gained m peddling, gave advice and 

encouragement to the newcomers, received news about 

home and about landsleit who dwelt in other cities. 

The synagogue was for a long time the only place where 

the immigrants' cultural needs could be satisfied. Many 

lectures and adult classes were held on its premises. For the 

learned, this was the place where their knowledge would be 

recognized and appreciated. Since Hebrew books were 

scarce, the synagogue's sfon'm (Hebrew volumes) purchased 

with great sacrifice, rendered an invaluable service to former 

students of European yeshivas and chadon·m. An unskilled 

laborer or a struggling peddler would earn the esteem of his 

fellow Jews, if he was able to answer a knotty question of law 

or explain a difficult passage of the Talmud. 

Within the synagogues, small auxiliary groups were 

formed to satisfy specific religious or educational needs . 

Members of the Chevra Tehillim assembled at given times to 

recite certain portions of the Hebrew Book of Psalms. When 

one of their rank died, other members were on hand to read 

Psalms in unison at the home of the deceased or at the 

funeral chapel. 

\X'ieder, The Earb· Jewish Community of Boston's 1"\'orth End, pp. 50-51 
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On the other hand, Lisitzky noted that while the immigrant shuls 

were transplanted versions of the world they were accustomed to in 

Eastern Europe, Jews in America were interacting increasingly with a 
secular world. This resulted in less overall observance - even if the 

shuls they attended continued to be Orthodox: 

At the time I immigrated to America the Jewish 

community there was in a state of upheaval caused by the 

clash of diverse elements, each striving for supremacy. The 

equilibrium which was bound to be established was post­

poned by the constant arrival of new groups. The most 

important group were the Orthodox, stable Jews who came 

to America and brought their tradition with them. They 

founded synagogues, schools, associations and fraternal 

organizations for the fostering of religion. These they 

maintained by donations, after the Old Country manner. 

The Orthodox had a great deal of vital energy. But their 

influence was limited both by their numbers and by their 

economic instability. Strict observance of the Sabbath and 

the Jewish festivals lessened their income! This, in turn, 

lessened their influence. 

The Orthodox were submerged in the mass which 

constituted the majority of the American Jewish community. 

This mass, which appeared united from the outside, was 

actually divided into several distinct groups. A significant 

part consisted of Jews who had sentiment for religious 

tradition and supported its institutions, even becoming their 

officers. But they were forced by economic circumstances to 

give up some observances of traditional Judaism. Another 

group of American Jews denounced all religious discipline 

gladly as a kind of emancipation from slavery. And then 

there were the spite-workers - those who belonged to the 

Jewish socialist movement, whose cardinal tenets then were: 

atheism, denial of all religious and national values, and 

disparagement of the Jewish cultural legacy. In this general 

mass, alienated from religious observances, the Orthodox 

element constituted a tiny, lonely and isolated minority. 
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To all outward appearances, my first days in Boston, when 

I was able to live as I had in Slutzk, were only a matter of 

change of locale: the synagogue where I prayed daily was 

always packed; the congregants gathered after the morning 

prayers to study the Mishna and between the afternoon and 

evening prayers to study the Well of Jacob; one group stayed 

on after the evening prayers to study the daily page of 

Talmud -- everything in Boston was just as it had been in 

Slutzk. But in Slutzk, the learned and the pious had been in 

the vast majority; here in Boston, they were a small minority; 

so I felt like an alien in Boston. 

I particularly sensed the spiritual decline of American Jews 

on the Sabbath .. .. In Boston very few Jews observed the 

Sabbath ... . Leaving the synagogue after the Sabbath Eve 

service, the observants were confronted by a tumultuous 

Jewish quarter: shopkeepers stood in their shop doorways, 

peddlers on their wagons shouted their wares. 

Ephraim Lisitzky, op. cit., pp. 66-67 

In The Promised Land, Mary Antin illustrated how rapid the process 

of Americanization, and with it, secularization, could be. Within a 

week of her arrival in Boston: 

We exchanged our hateful 

homemade European costumes, 

which pointed us out as "greenhorns" 

to the children on the street, for real 

American machine made garments . . .. 

With our despised immigrant 

clothing we shed also our impossible 

Hebrew names. A committee of our 

friends, several years ahead of us in 

American experience, put their heads 

together and concocted American 

names for us all. Those of our real 

names that had no pleasing American 

equivalents they ruthlessly discarded, 
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content if they retained the initials. My mother, possessing a 

name that was not easily translatable, was punished with the 

undignified nickname of Annie. Fetchke, Joseph, and 

Deborah issued as Frieda, Joseph, and Dora, respectively. As 

for poor me, I was simply cheated. The name they gave me 

was hardly new. My Hebrew name being Maryashe in full, 

Mashke for short, Russianized into Marya (Mar-ya), my 

friends said that it would hold good in English as Mary; 

which was very disappointing, as I longed to possess a 
strange-sounding American name like the others. 

Antin, op. cit., pp. 187-188 

A further illustration of assimilation is the fact that in the 

balance of Antin's book, she does not discuss religion aside from 
mentioning that her father sent her to school on the High Holidays. 

She ended up marrying the son and grandson of German-born 

Lutheran ministers. 

As a result of progressive Americanization/ secularization by the 

Jews of the West End, this would put increasing pressure on support 

for the shuls in the neighborhood. 

Role of the Synagogue in Social and Political Issues 
1888-1905 

As a center for the Jewish community in the West End, CBJ and 

the other predecessor shuls played a role in helping its congregants 

deal with social issues. Here is an article from the Boston Evening 

Transcript dated Nov 13, 1903, showing that the North Russell Street 

Shul was used as an auditorium for discussing community social 

welfare issues. The topic proved controversial, resulting in mud 

being thrown through the windows. (Note the references to James J. 
Storrow of Storrow Drive fame.) 
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DW .. :EDVCATloBAL CENTRE 

Jt"lrish Keetblg lida in ?forth ~unell­
-~ Sttttt_ ~JOJUe_... __ ....,. 

Mud wa.a thrown through the open win­
dows of the Norlb Rul!llell Strec,.t S:rnago;,;ue 
last evenlng. 4lsturblni> n ~ting of J ewl5h . 
reaidt'.nts of tht' West End held In the In- · 
terest.s of tlle new educartonaJ centre to be 
opened Xov. 10 In. the :'11.ayhew Scl!.ool at 
Poplar ruid Chambers ll'tre.e1-'!. :IJrs. Lin.a 
Becht. who was spea.klng. sel:iied upon Ute 
Jncldent 0.11 a pra.ctlcal example or condl· 
tlons in the West End and or tbe great 
need of just such education a.s t.he educa­
tion.al oentre is expected to :provide. The 
mu<l-thro,nng created conslderable. excite­
ment ln the :;yna.i;ugue, which wa.s croT<ded 
mth men, women and children. The dls­
tllTbel'S were driven away. and a police om­
cer kept them from lnter!ermg during the 
nmainder of tbe evt'nlng. 

Addresses "«"ere 1D3.Ce DY {:i()dfrey l.forae, 
p ·resldent ot the Fed.eratlon of Je-n~1sb 
Cbnrltiea; Davld Elll11 and James J. Storron· 
o! the school committee; Leo Frledxean, 
Ferdinand Straws, chairman of the Baron 
de lilrsch Sodeiy; Lows Sonnabend and 
J:tmes Oppenheim, secret.a.Ty or tlw: Sos•on 
Educatlanal Union. Mr. :Mortie ll.dvlsed his 
bO!l.rers to attend tbls school ln order that 
they niay learn to be better able to 
support tbf!lnselves and to prol?TI';;s 
ln the aifalrs ot Jlte. :Mr. Ellis 
elllJ)baslzed the ta~.a that people are 
not ac~ptlng charity In i;olng ta thl:O llcbool. 
It ls a place where they have as much 
:rli;ht to go u to a. S)'l)qo1<11e or to a dub. 
lira. Hecht :sa.ld that the broader the oon­
tre can be l!Ulde the b~tter It Wfll be !or 
the people. They must not let it become a 
fad. hut make It a 8\lr.ccss by earnestnM!ll 
and entbu*la.sm. Mr. Stol"T1:m' briefly out­
lined the hlatOTT or me educational centre 
movement and !U practical operntlon. 

As Jewish emigrants felt more secure in America, they also began 

to assert their political rights. The following 1905 article from a 

paper called Our Paper (Massachusetts Reformatory, Concord 

Junction) refers to a mass rally at North Russell Street Shu! protesting 

Theodore Roosevelt and his Secretary of State's failure to deal with 

Russian atrocities (presumably the Odessa pogrom during the 

Revolution of 1905). 

~--·-·-·~·-···~···· ... ,~ 
1-~1:..':.:.: .. !~.: .. !!_~!~~·-1 

F~IOA\• 

&-P~lol" Morg~n of Al.1lt;rni2 wi ll Li:•<I 
th~ d\!l:>:a1.,, rrot11 1h~ D~inocrlltic sid~ of 
the ~•l:i1<:, un the nuc •111c1tion. He wilt 
"'Pl~c lilt" l'rc:tidcnt"~ tNl icy lro;,1 hegin. 
uinit tQ ~iJ. 

l'rc1!dcnl J{,,.,...,Hlt and S~rot;i rv Huot 
~ere Hltici•erl for 1lwi~ negk'l:t to i1rot«'.lit 
;1g4iUSl llw p1·c.ent l<uHi~ .11 :tlrudli..:-•, ;It 

titc; Jcwi•!i lll·l.h m<:ctit'g hel<l at the :--:onh 
flu,. ... d l • ln:d "Yll~J:t>l:Ut , Bu~t<m. 

Life Cycle Events 1888-1905 

With respect to weddings, here is a charming narrative by a woman 

who was married at North Russell Street Shu! on a Friday afternoon. 

She and her new husband went home instead of on a honeymoon (to 

save money), and then immediately got pregnant. One can hear the 

Yiddishisms in her grammar: 
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I got married just like all girls. I got married a Friday 

afternoon in N orth Russell Street Shul. In the West End is a 

North Russell Street Shul, and I got married there. And I 

Minnie Ki:mtr anJ )Ofeph Nmllc, 
£n(!iigtmcm phot(I, l'H t 

was dressed. I got 

pictures, you saw, like all 

brides, everything. In a 

Friday afternoon, June. At 

the supper I had from 

New York an uncle, and 
my mother was yet living 

then. 

I took an apartment 

before I was married. My 
sister says, "So what do 

you want to go to an 

apartment? Go on a 

honeymoon." 

I says, "Where am I 

gonna come home then when I go for a honeymoon and 

spend the money I have?" I says, "No, I've got to have a 

home to come back. That will be my honeymoon." So I 

had an apartment and I furnished it and everything, and that 

night I went home to my home in the West E nd. 

[My daughter] was born nine months to the day. 

Minnie Kasser Needle /Jewish Grandmother. Excerpt from First 
Generation: In the Words of Twentieth-Century American Immigrants by June 
Namias 

In the same vein, here are two pieces from the Boston Globe. One is 

about a wedding conducted by Rabbi Friederman in 1903 which 

already shows signs of creeping Americanisms such as maid of 

honor, best man, ushers - even in a Friederman wedding! The other 

is an amusing account of a 1906 wedding with some last-minute 

documentation problems, held at the Anshei Libavitz synagogue on 

Joy Street/ Smith Court: 
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Mittel-Rubin 

The wedding of Miss Linna Rubin, daughter of Mr. and 

Mrs. J. Rubin, and Morris Mittel took place last evening at 

Minot Hall. The ceremony was performed by Rabbi 

Friederman in the presence of a gathering of relatives and 

friends that filled the spacious hall. The bride's only 

attendant was Miss Mary Rubin, her sister, who was the maid 

of honor. Solomon Rubin, brother of the bride, was the best 

man. The ushers were Messrs. Henry and Joseph Mittel, A. 

Albaum and Isaac Rubin. The ceremony was followed by a 

reception and wedding supper. 

March 30, 1903 Boston Globe 

* * 
Wedding Delayed (Yaffe-Glaser) 

Groom Mislaid License, He Forgot Where. 
Ceremorry Set for 5 is Peiformed at 9 for West End Couple 

Miss Lena Yaffe, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Max Yaffe of 

the West End, was married last evening to Israel Glaser of 

the same district, by Rev. M. Kopelowitz of the Joy Street 

synagogue, after a delay of several hours, because of the 

groom mislaying the marriage license 

The ceremony was to have taken place at 5 o'clock, but 

owing to the tardiness of the guests it was about 7 when the 

officiating clergyman asked to be shown the marriage license. 

It then transpired that the groom had left the document 

behind and he could not remember just where he had put 

the precious paper. 

Several messengers were sent to hunt for the paper and 

when at last one appeared with it the clock had registered the 

hour of 9. 

The groom was attended beneath the canopy by Mr. and 

Mrs. Isaac Glaser, Mr. Glaser being a brother of the groom, 

while the bride was escorted by Mr. and Mrs . Max Rubin, 

uncle and aunt of the bride. Miss :VIary Rubin was maid of 

honor and Israel Yaffe, brother of the bride, was best man. 

The bridesmaids were Misses Eva Rubin, Etta Rubin, Lena 
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Cohen, Rose Rubin, Bessie Mosner, Ida Levitsky, Sarah 

Kaplan and Tillie Sacks. The ushers were Israel G. Rubin, P. 

Bolansky, H. Paul, Samuel Moletzky and Israel Gellerman. 

The wedding feast was served in one of the lower halls, 

after which there was dancing until an early hour this 

mornmg. 

June 20, 1906, Boston Globe 

Cemeteries 

Moving to the other end of the life cycle, it is often said that for 

immigrant Jews, having a cemetery was more important than having a 

shul. Perhaps this was because it was easy to get ten men together 

for a minyan, but much harder to buy a plot of land for a cemetery. 

The first Jewish cemetery in Boston was established in 1733 in the 

West End - although obviously not by the late 19th century Eastern 

European immigrants. From Isaac Fein's Boston-Where it All Began, 

"The records show that on February 22, 1733 two Jews, Michael 

Asher and Isaac Solomon, partners in a tobacco enterprise, bought a 

lot (now 15 and 17 Chambers Street), setting aside a section of this 

lot, 100 square feet, as a burying ground for the use by the jewish 

Nation'. ... there is no definite proof that it was ever used, but it 

remained intact until 1790." 

In more modern times, Beth Jacob, North Russell and Anshei 

Lebavitz each had cemeteries located in Woburn and Everett41 . 

41 Bridging Past, Present and Future: History & Guide: Massachusetts Jewish Cemeteries. 
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The Everett Jewish Cemetery 
with plot used by North 
Russell Street 

""' - ... " ... 

Christian Impressions, 1913 

GLENWOOD 
CEMETERY 

UNDEVELOPED LAND 

Woburn Jewish Cemetery 
with plots used by CBJ 
and Anshei Libavitz 

The West End synagogues of this era were immigrant shuls with 

practices that would have seemed strange to Christians. Here is one 

set of impressions based on a visit to an unidentified immigrant 

congregation, circa 1913 (while this chronologically belongs in the 

next chapter, it is reminiscent of the immigrant era, so is included 

here): 
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Synagogue Service in Boston Ghetto: 

Impressions of a Gentile Visitor There 

The spectator is wondering why, for all his unquenchable 

interest in the people of the Ghetto, he has waited these 

many years visiting an Orthodox Jewish Synagogue at the 

time of service. It was in Boston that, strolling through 

Salem Street on a Saturday morning, he noted at the foot of 

a blind alley the ugly, dingy-yellow, spireless old church 

which serves the faithful of this Ghetto. 

The door stood wide. Not without misgivings on the 

score of a welcome, he ventured in. As he climbed the stairs 

to the audience room an indescribably stirring sound smote 

his ears - a singular hubbub, a surge of male voices, the wild, 

rhythmless babel of Hebrew prayers. The spectator paused in 

the doorway, surveying the congregation rocking on their 

feet as, with no attempt at unison, they fervently intoned the 

ancient ritual. 

Amazingly picturesque was the scene before him. The 

congregation of black-bearded men, robed in the broad 

stripes and mellowed ivory hues of venerable prayer-shawls, 

might have been an Oriental group out of a painting by 

Tissot but for the over-large derby or, in the case of the 

dignitaries, silk hats worn low over their ears. There, where 

the pulpit of a Christian church would be, rose the 

impressive curtained niche of the Ark of the Law, with the 

carved lions of Judah supporting the tables of the law, 

mounted over all. 

Just then the excited "Bub-ba-ubba-bubba-bub!" of the 

congregational responses died down and a single voice, a 

glorious baritone, took up a recitative. The spectator's eyes 

came to rapid focus upon the singer. Upon a low platform in 

the center of the floor of the synagogue, leaning upon a 

reading desk draped with rich Eastern fabrics, he stood - a 

big man in a high black cap of fur, his prayer shawl, gold­

banded at the neck, enveloping him like a robe. The cantor, 

beyond a doubt. 
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Behind him a little group of white-haired men in silk hats 

were busy over something which one of them held in his 

arm. The Spectator caught the flash of blue and the gleam of 

silver. Then the group separated and he saw that they held 

the Scroll of the Law. The reading was over. They were 

adjusting the "shirt" or robe of blue plush, securing the 

broad silver clasp and preparing to replace it in the Sacred 

Ark. 

And now an old man, apparently a mere member of the 

congregation rose with the sacred scroll in his arms, the tall 

silver ornaments on the rollers reaching above his head, and 

descending the aisle, began a slow progress to the Ark. At 

every step worshipers crowded round him to touch and kiss 

the mantle of the Scroll. The curtains of the Ark were drawn 

back, the Scroll reverently set up among its fellows, the 

synagogue thrilling meanwhile to the wonderful music of an 

ecstatic hymn of praise. 

For dramatic intensity the intoning of the poems of the 

Hebrew liturgy, the congregation alternating with the cantor, 

surpassed any religious music it has been the spectator's 

fortune to hear. At times quaintly plaintive, at times soul­

stirring, at times fiercely joyful, at times the jubilance 

quenched in sobbing agony - it needed no Yiddish to 

understand that. 

And then the outbreak of the passionate chorus of the 

people, rushing, hurried, wild - there was in it the whole thrill 

of the ~ational experience, the joy of the chosen people, the 

triumph of Israel, the despair of the carrying away into 

Babylon, the long patience of the persecution. 

All this time the spectator had been standing unnoted in a 

pew by the door. Instinctively, on entering he had removed 

his hat. Now a late comer stopped beside him and said 

courteously: "Excuse me, sir, but it is the Orthodox custom 

to wear the hat in the synagogue. Would you like a better 

seat?" 

So the spectator, feeling as if he were breaking something, 

replaced his hat and followed down the aisle. Coming to 
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anchor in a bare pew in the transept from which his eye was 

free to range the whole room, he shortly discovered the 

women segregated in a gallery running round three sides of 

the building - a black-habited, negligible element in the 

scene. 

A Yiddish-English prayer book he had purchased before 

coming in bore eloquent testimony as to the place of a 

woman in the synagogue. For do not all the men say: "O 

Lord God, Eternal King of the Universe, I thank thee that 

thou hast made me according to thy will." 

Vainly the spectator strove to reconcile with the primitive 

grandeur of the service, the apparent informalities all about 

him. There were the Jewish boys in their little blue-striped 

talliths staring coldly about or even parading guilelessly from 

pew to pew unrebuked of their elders. And this although a 

bulletin in the vestibule commands that no one shall walk 

about or talk "during the speaking." 

The elder Hebrew, too, arriving late, betrayed none of the 

self-consciousness and guilty slinking of a Gentile who gets 

to church after the first prayer. They marched unconcernedly 

to their places, leisurely extracted their prayer shawls from 

their velvet bags, adjusted them robe-fashion, looped the 

folds over their arms, found the place in the service book, 

and began the curious rapid, rocking bob with which the 

Orthodox Hebrew accompanies his intoning. 

All this without any special manner of Sabbath sanctity, 

but with a business-like directness. From time to time in 

similar nonchalant fashion such as were impelled flung off 

the tallith, carefully folding the great striped fringed square, 

stowed it in its bag, and informally departed. 

The Outlook, January 5, 1913, Boston Globe 
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Chapter 5 

Developments in the West End 1905-
1925 

During this period, there were three major developments: 

• 

• 

• 

The West End Jewish population and shul count peaked and 

then began a rapid decline, resulting in shuls merging, moving 

or dying. The North End continued its decline from the 

previous period. 

There was a new wave of rabbis who replaced Margolies and 

Friederman in the predecessor shuls, some of whom then 

moved to New York. The net result was consolidation of 

power by lay boards. 

This period also saw the emergence of Beth Hamedrash 

Hagadol (the North Russell Street Shu!) as one of the major 

shuls in the West End. 

The balance of Chapter 5 deals with overall West End trends. 

Chapter 6 will focus on the history of the North Russell Street Shu!. 

Chapter 7 will discuss shul building and architectural topics. 

Demographics 

1915 was the high water mark for Jewish population in the West 

End, as it was for the m-erall West End population. After this, the 

population declined rapidly as Jews began moving to Dorchester and 

Matta pan. 

The population decline (including non-Jews) 1s seen m 

Massachusetts state population censuses for Ward 5, which includes 

Beacon Hill, Back Bay, the North End and the West End. 

The results show that from 1915 to 1925, Ward S's population fell 

by half. Given that Back Bay and Beacon Hill were relatively stable, 

the population loss in the West End presumably was greater. 
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Boston Ward 5 Census 

Year WardS 
Index (1915 = 

100) 

1895 12,986 17 

1905 12,653 16 

1915 77,573 100 

1920 63,267 82 

1925 37,036 48 

Massachusetts State Census 

The West End remained heavily Jewish despite the population 

loss. Gans, in The Urban Villagers, says that based on library card 

registrations, Jews represented 75% of the West End population by 

1926. If so, then, the Jewish population in 1925 was approximately 

19,000 (down 52% from 40,000 in 1910). 

Synagogue Count & Mergers 1905-1925 

As a result of this population decline, the glory days of the North 

and West End shuls were ending (with the exception of North 

Russell Street, at least for some years). In the North End, the five 

shuls existing in 1905 dropped to four by 1925. In the West End, 

after the number of shuls grew from 20 to 24 at the end of World 

War I, the count dropped to fifteen by 1925. 

Examining the West End shul decline in detail, three shuls simply 

shut down. In one case (Agudath Achim), the shul decided to move 

from the West End: 

Agudath Achim, a group that described itself as strictly 

Orthodox, reported that it had moved its synagogue out of 

the West End in the 1910s because "most of its members 

had already gone to live" in Roxbury. 

Gamm, Urban Exodus, p.116 
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The greatest driver of \Vest End shul loss, however, was merger, 

with nine shuls combining into three surviving entities. Of these one 

involved CBJ, which absorbed two other entities: 

• 

• 

• 

In 1916, Anshei Slavuta and Anshei Zoslave merged into the 

combined 'Anshe Slavuta and Anshei Zoslave.' This made 

sense, since Slavuta and Zoslave were neighboring towns in 

the Ukraine. 

In 1919, Anshei Sfard, Russian Sfard and Linas Hazedek 

merged into Tifereth Israel. 

In 1923, CBJ merged with Ein Jacob and Mishkan Shlomo to 

form United Congregation Beth Jacob, located at CBJ's Wall 

Street building. 

And one 'rising' shul that did not merge in this period, North 

Russell Street, doubled down by building a large new synagogue 

center in 1923. 

The West End shuls' approaches (Agudas Achim excepted), 

contrast with those of the South End shuls. Although the South End 

shul count shows similar declines after World War I, the driving 

factor for large synagogues like Ohabei Shalom, Temple Israel and 

Mishkan Tefila in the South End was the imperative to grow by 

moving to up-and-coming neighborhoods. 
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South End Shuls 1905-1925 
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Source: Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

The West End shuls' decision to stay put was in conflict with the 

conclusions of a 1921 demographic study commissioned by the 

Federated Jewish Charities of Boston and titled The Trend of Jewish 

Population in Boston. This report recommended that a planned new 

Jewish communal building be placed in D orchester or Mattapan, 

where the Jewish population was growing: 

Of the many tragic affairs daily obtruding themselves 

upon those interested in communal affairs, one of the 

saddest is the anarchic location of communal buildings. In 

every large city of the country stand buildings, the use of 

which is seriously limited by reason of their original inept 

location. The relatively rapid shifts in population, in addition 

to causing communal buildings to lose some of their 

effectiveness, serve also to uncover quickly the mistakes 

made in original locations .. . 

The North End is today practically no longer a Jewish 

community. The West End, South End and East Boston are 

gradually losing their Jewish population. 

Ben Rosen, The Trend of Jewish Population in Boston, Federated Jewish 
Charities of Boston, 1921 
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Rabbis in the North and West End 1905-1925 

Increasing Rabbi-to-Shul Ratio 

Based on Boston city directory data, there was a substantial 

increase in the number of rabbis in the North End/West End relative 

to the number of shuls. This reflects the fact that the West End's 

increasing prosperity allowed more shuls to support a full-time rabbi 

- or even two. 

To illustrate: In 1900, there are listings for five rabbis who in total 

served eleven congregations, with most rabbis working on a part-time 

basis for any individual shul. Margolies of Beth Jacob was listed as 

rabbi for six different shuls, while Friederman at Ein Jacob was listed 

twice. 

By 1910, there are listings for eleven rabbis who in total served ten 

shuls; growing in 1920 to thirteen rabbis serving eleven shuls. 

As a result, the number of rabbis per shul grew from 0.45 in 1900 

to 1.18 by 1920. 
West End: Rabbi-to-Shul Ratio 

Based on Boston City Directories 

1900 1910 1920 

Shuls 11 10 11 

Rabbis 5 11 13 

Rabbis Per Shu! 0.45 1.10 1.18 

Source: Boston Cil]• Directories and Boston Synagogue analysis 

Rabbis in The Predecessor Shuls 

During this period, there were substantial changes in rabbinical 

support at the predecessor shuls. A summary listing of the rabbis in 

each shul is shown here, followed by an in-depth review of Rabbis 

Margolis, Yudlevitz and Lifland. North Russell Street rabbis 

Rubinovitz, Hillman and Sharfman will be discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter 6. 

Beth Jacob (CBJ) 
In 1907, Beth Jacob replaced the by-now departed Rabbi Margolies 

with Rabbi Harry Epstein, who lived at 59 Spring Street. In 1914, 

Epstein was replaced by Rabbi Simon Price. 
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By 1919, Beth Jacob had two rabbis, Aaron Mancovitz and Morris 

Levin. 

The reason for the rapid rabbinical turnover is unclear, but it 

indicates substantial board versus rabbinical leadership. 

North Russell 
The North Russell Street Shul hired D.M. Rubinovitz during the 

1904-1906 period as its first listed rabbi. 

In 1908-1909, Rubinovitz was replaced by Rabbi Marcus Hillman. 

In 1910, North Russell Street added a second rabbi, Hyman 

Sharfman. By 1913, Sharfman became the sole rabbi, where he 

remained through 1923. 

There will be a more detailed discussion of Rubinovitz, Hillman 

and Sharfman in Chapter 6; as with Beth Jacob, the velocity of 

change indicates a shul in which the lay board was in control. 

EinJacob 
Ein Jacob, which in 1903 had employed Rabbi Friederman part­

time, replaced him in 1910 with Isaac Baritz. Baritz remained 

through 1923, when Ein Jacob merged with Beth Jacob. He followed 

the Margolies multiple-congregation model by serving 2-5 shuls 

simultaneously (see Appendix 6). 

There is limited information on Rabbi Baritz, although he was 

sufficiently prominent to be asked to address the Jews of Plymouth, 

helping them raise an additional $1500: 

The orthodox Jews of Plymouth, numbering 40 families, are 

to have a new synagogue. At a meeting, which was 

addressed by Rabbi Baritz of Boston, they subscribed an 

additional $1500. 

Our Paper by Massachusetts Reformatory (Concord, i\1A), Volume 23; May 
18, 1907 

Anshei Libavitz 
Anshei Libavitz, which had listed Margolies as rabbi through 1903, 

employed Rabbi M. Kopelowitz in 1906.42 There then is no listing 

until 1918, when it hired Joseph Lifland from 1918-1923. This 

42 Source: the previously quoted 1906 Boston Globe article about the Yaffe-Glaser 
wedding. 
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suggests that the shul was relatively small and could not afford 

continuous rabbinic support. 

Adath Jesura Nusach Ari 
Adath J esura, replaced the departed Moses Margolies in 1908 with 

Rabbi Wolf Margolis (no direct relationship to Moses). This was a 

part-time position; Margolis's primary affiliation was the Baldwin 

Street Shu! in the North End. 

By 1913, after Wolf Margolis left for New York, he was replaced 

by Rabbi Abraham Yudlevitz. 

In 1920, Yudlevitz also left for New Yark, reinforcing the concept 

that promising rabbis from Boston tended to be lured away by 

wealthier congregations from the Big Apple. Rabbi Simon Lefland 

(of whom little is known) replaced him. 

* * * 
This is not to say that Friederman left the Boston scene entirely. 

During this period, he continued to be Shaari Jerusalem's rabbi in the 

North End, where he remained for many years. As previously noted, 

in 1914 Friederman wrote Nacha/at Yaakov and in 1927 Shoshana! 

Yaakov. And he was listed as a "leading rabbi" who presided at the 

dedication of the Adams Street Synagogue in Newton in 1912:43 

The Synagogue, which is to be erected on a plot of land 

situated at 114 Adams St., Newton, is to be a two-story, half 

cement, tile and smooth red brick finish structure .... 

Leading Rabbis and Cantors of Boston and vicinity will 

officiate at the exercises in the afternoon.... Rabbi 

Friederman will also be prominent during the services. 

The "\~e11Jton Tznm,July 31, 1912 

In sum, as a result of the growing Jewish population in the West 

End and growing community affluence, The Boston Synagogue's 

leading predecessor shuls, Beth Jacob and North Russell, were able to 

afford full-time rabbis - in some years, two rabbis. 

43 Another participant in the dedication was Rabbi Rabinovitz, who previously had 
been the rabbi at :::\ orth Russell Street 
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The balance of this chapter discusses three prominent rabbis 

associated with Adath Jesura Nusach and Anshei Libavitz: Wolf 

Margolis, Aaron Yudlevich and Joseph Lifland. The history of these 

rabbis shows a clear transition, from rebbe-type traditionalists like 

Margolis and Yudlevich, to less-controlling Orthodox rabbis like 

Lifland. 

Rabbi Wolf Margolis 

Wolf Margolis served as the rabbi of Adath Jesura Nusach Ari 

from 1910-1911, as well the Baldwin Street Shul in the North End. 

Since the latter was the leading shul in the North End, this made 

Margolis one of the leading Orthodox rabbis in Boston. 

Photos of Rabbi Wolf Margolis . 
http://search.ancestry.com/ cgibin/ sse.dll?gl=allgs&gsfn=Wolf&gsln= Margolis& 
gss=seo&ghc=20 

According to Joshua Hoffman, a Yeshiva University-educated 

rabbi who wrote a master's thesis on Margolis, Wolf was invited, as a 

senior prestigious European rabbi, to come to Boston to replace 

Moses Margolies: 

Rabbi Gavriel Zev Margolis, or Rav Velvele,44 as he was 

popularly known .. , came to the United States in 1907 at the 

age of 59, after having previously served as rabbi of Grodno 

for twenty-seven years.... When Rabbi Moshe Zevulun 

44 Zev is Hebrew for Wolf; Velvel is Yiddish for Wolf. 
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;\ifargolies, widely known as RaMaZ, decided to leave Boston 

in 1906 to take a rabbinic position in New York, the 

community there decided to bring in another prestigious 

European rabbi to replace him as spiritual leader of several 

congregations in Boston, and they invited Rav Velvele to 

come. He accepted the invitation and arrived in Boston in 

1907, remaining there until 1911 ... 

Joshua Hoffman, "The Changing Attitude of Rabbi Gavriel Ze\' Margolis 
Towards RIETS" 

Despite the reference to "several congregations," Wolf Margolis in 

the 1910 Boston City Directory is listed only as the rabbi for Baldwin 

Street and AdathJesura .Nusach Ari. He then moved to New York in 

1911. 

Wolfs 1911 departure from Boston was discussed in this piece in 

the Boston Evening Transcript (September 14, 1922), where he expressed 

dissatisfaction with the way in " 

which he had been treated 

(presumably by his shul 

boards; echoing Rabbi 

Friederman's complaints). By 

way of a comparison, the 

$7,000 that was offered to 

Discordant Note Sounded at Good-by 
Meeting for Rabbl Margolis 

.All w11.• not h111•m;;;y a.l tho mooting In 
tho &.Ynt\l!oguo J3eth l1m1e1 In Bu.tJw1n 
11•11c<', hold ns ll !a.rowen to Rn.bbl Wvlt 
MargoUs, whe> Is going to New York, For 
n tow mln11teJJ tl:e s11therlng, which packed 
tho syn11,.-1Jguo to tha tlourl', l.lo .. n.mo m11ch 
exdted a.nd almo6t ovor,vone w11.s oil lll,. 
!eot, lJut Rn.bbl :l.1nrgolla spoke to his 
friends and they beoamo quiet. The tl'ouble 
ca.mo when N.athnn Plnansld, pre.sldtnt oC 
'l'emplo Ada.th .Jet1hl1run of Ruxhnry, 110-
cused llomo Jloatvn Jews oC oon~plrtng \'l'llh 
tho Ne1v York eommlltco to hnvo Ro.bbl 
Mnrgolla go to tho lnttqr cll.Y to wnge n 
t'l\mpn!!l"I. ~a.Inst cnrtnln Interests there. 
Mr. Plnnnskl 11~0 fnunu fa.ult with mom­
bor.i of tho commlltoe which rnlsed $i000 
to l<<'OP the rabbi ht>re. 

Margolis in 1911 "to keep the 

rabbi here" is equivalent to 

S162,000 today, so some 

wealthy congregants badly 

wanted him to stay. 

In .New York, Wolf 

Margolis became rabbi of 

Adas Yisroel on the Lower 

East Side, where he quickly 

fought with other rabbis over 

control of Kosher supervision 

Allhon!l'h over:v efl'Qt"t hn<l bi-en mndo ·to 
rolurn tho rnbbl tn n~avm. nnd It hnd bO•'n 
thouirht tlto,t he might <'hnnire llls mind nnd 
romnln, h<> 11nno11nL'ec1 emphatlcnlly last 
night thnt he would not brcnk his promtso 
to go to Now York under any <llrcum. 
ata.nce.s, Ho toolc oc11nslon to 11ay thnt ltliJ 
teaohtnga b!ld not been tollowod here nnd 
thnt lh6rO bad bncn too mU!!h politics and 
J>Ul!lnei;e nmon1r tho . people with whom hO 

in :New York. This led to serious conflict with the establishment 

Agudath HaRabbanim (founded in part by Moses Margolies): 
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After the death of Rabbi Jacob Joseph, the first ever and 

only chief rabbi of New York, in 1902, chaos and corruption 

in [Kosher] slaughter houses increased. There was no 

centralized system in place, and this applied to Orthodox 

Jewish life in general, as well. Adas Yisroel hoped to bring in 

a prestigious, scholarly rabbi who would serve as chief rabbi 

of New York, and bring the various factions together to end 

the disorganized state of affairs that currently existed. Rav 

V elvele, then, was the man they chose for this task. 

The grandiose scheme of Adas Yisroel was doomed to 

failure, partly because there was already another Orthodox 

organization in place, based in New York, the Agudath 
HaRabbanim of America, or the Union of Orthodox Rabbis, 

begun in 1902 directly after the death of Rabbi Jacob Joseph. 

Rav Velvele did not accept the authority of that group, 

considering himself to be of greater stature than any of its 
members, and he constantly accused them of being more 
interested in monetary gain than in the maintenance of 

halakhic standards in kashrut. Over the years, Rav V elvele 

challenged the Agudath HaRabbanim in many areas, 

particularly in regard to its standards of kashrut supervision ... 

In one protracted conflict, m 1918, the Agudath 

HaRabbanim put him into cherem [excommunication] for 

opposing their support of a strike of kosher chicken 

slaughterers. Rav Velvele ... continued to accuse the Agudath 

HaRabbanim of being interested in monetary gain rather that 

in improving the halakhic standards in the community ... 
Hoffmann, op. cit. 

One arena for Margolis' conflict with the Agudath was Prohibition, 

which began in 1919. According to Hoffman, "The Agudath 

HaRabbanim... tried to have [Wolf Margolis] thrown into jail 

through implicating him in the biggest sacramental wine scandal of 

the entire prohibition era." The accusation was that Wolf issued 

fraudulent certificates that illegal wine producers were abusing the 

Kosher wine production loophole. The issue rose to the level of a 

New York Times denial by Wolf. 
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DENIAL BY RABBI MARGOLIS. 
Saye He Had No Part in Deal In 

Sacramental W ine. 
Rabbi G . 'Volt l\Iari;-olis of ~03 Ea"t 

Btoa.dw:i.y, New York City, '!Vho was 
mcntlonc<l in an a r ticle In The Pro\ i­
dC'ncc Journ'l.l on a sacranicntal wino 
deal. parts or w hich a 1·t.k le w ere ni­
prinlcd ln Tur: X.i::w YOR!.: Tl)!ES, has 
written a letter to The Providence Jour­
nal dcn~·iog t hat he lla.:i nn y pa.rt in the 
<lea.I. He states: 

•· I never h :i<l any bu siness tdations 
with ;\tr. Musher, ric,·e 1· hacl a.nythll1i;- to 
do with hfo '\\· Inc a n d never O. K.'d h i3 
win.: or the w1nc or the i\rcnor:i.h "\Vine 
Co.tnpo.ny· or the Contln->ntal DistribuUni; 
Cotnp~Ln~~ , ·· f 

H e (11,.ther adds tha t he wa" never. 
:ln1l is .lHJt no~: . o. .fh~br<?\\~ tc:tcher, ~~' 
~tn tc<l Jn the artl cle, but was " Chkf 
!fa.bbl of Gl'Odno, Poland (then part o:' 
Russia. ) (or twcnty-snven yenri;." 
"Thcreart~r." l1e says. ·•I r·eceh·ca !l 
call from the .Jewish Community o{ Dol'­
to11 to become their rabbi, and ab1>11t 
thl~ thnn or the y tar Jn 1fm7 T nrl'iVC'd 
a t Bos\C~n and received a. public welco1ne 
which Jnd11d~1l som e or the hlghc.,t offi­
d1tls. l was in Boston ro,. about four 
i-\nd one·half YNll'S. when I reccive:J t\. 
ciil l from the }foh,.ew Communitv of 
J\" ew Yorl<, wh"t" I ha,·c been rabbi for 
the Jl9St ten nnd one-ha.Ir year•. 'rhc 
Hcbre"· Comnrnnit~· ot New York is :t 

~~~;- s~Joo'.;.,ws haYini;- ::i. ml!mbershtp ot 

~~tw!JorkS-uu.rs 
Published: January 15, 1922 

Copyright © The New York Tirnes 

In a further area of conflict with other rabbis, Wolf strongly 

opposed the establishment of secular studies at RIETS and Yeshiva 

University: 

In 1919, Rav Velvele wrote that he disapprovingly learned, 

a year earlier, from Isaac Travis, father-in-law of Rabbi Dr. 

Bernard Revel (rosh yeshiva of RIETS), that he planned to 

create a rabbinical seminary uptown, with Dr. Revel as its 

head. The curriculum in that seminary, Travis told Rav 

Velvele, would include "haskalah ivrit," or Hebrew 

enlightenment, which Travis thought was necessary for 

American rabbis. Rav Velvele wrote, in that essay, that the 

proposed seminary reminded him of the Vilna Rabbinical 

Seminary, which was imposed on the Jewish community 

there by the Russian government, and produced highly 

unqualified rabbis .... In a further essay, in 1924, Rav Velvele 
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again wrote ... that Dr. Revel had launched a campaign to 

raise five-million dollars to create a rabbinical seminary 

uptown, where philosophy and other secular topics would be 

taught... Besides the danger that he saw in the study of 

some of the topics he mentioned, Rav Velvele felt that, in 

general, the time devoted to these studies would take away 

from time that should be devoted to Torah studies, so that 

the rabbis emerging from RIETS would not be qualified for 

their positions, thus replicating the situation that existed in 

the Vilna Rabbinical Seminary. Rav Velvele wrote, in fact, 

that the yeshiva was moving uptown in order to hide its 

activities from the Orthodox community of the Lower East 

Side, and that the rabbis it would produce did not warrant its 

continued association with the name of Rabbi Yitzchak 

Elchanan Spektor. In 1925, three years before Yeshiva 

College opened, Rav Velvele wrote a letter in which he 

criticized the Agudath HaRabbanim for its continued 

support of RIETS which had, he wrote, become a "semikha 

factory." 

Rabbi Aharon Soloveichik once remarked that 

although, today, there are many "kana'im," or zealots, on the 

Orthodox Jewish scene in America, in those days, Rav 

Velvele was "the kanai." 

Hoffman, op. cit. 

Clearly then, Wolf Margolis and Solomon Friederman had similar 
views toward adapting to (or resisting) American secular norms, 

putting them at odds with Moses Margolies - a key supporter of 

expanding RIETS into secular studies. 

Rabbi Abraham Yudlevitz 

Rabbi Abraham Aaron Yudlevitz (as spelled in the Boston City 
Directory) , or Yudelovitch as spelled by New York's Eldridge Street 

Shul, replaced Wolf Margolis at Adath Jesura Nusach Ari and 

Baldwin Street. He served there as rabbi for five years from 1913-

1918. Like Margolies and Margolis, he had substantial rabbinical 

experience in Europe before coming to America. Also like them, he 
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ended up in New York City; in Yudlevitz's case, as rabbi of the 

Eldridge Street Synagogue on the Lower East Side. On the Eldridge 

Street Synagogue's website, there is the following biography of 

Yudlevitz: 

A kindly-looking, gray-haired, 

white-whiskered old gentleman, 

Abraham Aaron Yudelovitch was a 

famous Talmudic scholar and a 

preacher that served as a rabbi at the 

Eldridge Street Synagogue .. . 

Born in "Novardok, Russia in 1850, 

Yudelovitch was recognized as a 

child prodigy. After studying under 

the tutelage o f his uncle, he attended 

the Volozhiner Yeshiva. In 1871, at Rabbi Abraham Yudlevitz 

the age of 21, he published his first 

sefer, entitled Olim L emivehon (Page Proofs). This was a 

compilation of halachic responsa and sermons. He served 

twenty-six years in Russia and ten years in England. Rav Tzvi 

Hirsch Orliansky, the Maggid of Skidell, described 

Yudelovitch's memorable preaching style: 

In 18 7 8, when I was learning in S okolka, I heard a lot about the 

Rov of Kuzhnetza -- that he is a Torah giant who studied constant!J 

and over and above that, is a wondeiful preacher 1vhose mouth produces 

pearls of wisdom. Erev Shabbos Chazon the word got out that Rav 

Avrohom Aharon, the Rov of Kuzhnetza, was coming to Sokolka for 

Shabbos, and the gabba'im of the Sew Beis Hamidrash (ivhere all the 

finest scholars and the wealth)• men davened) invited him to preach 

there. By 3 p .m. on Shabbos the new Beis H amidrash was full, 1vith 

people standing crowded, waiting for the darshan to begin. (. . .) His 

poweiful voice and the tune through which he poured out his soul, as 

well as his lofty ideas and extraordinary explanations of the verses of 

Eichah -- I will never forget as long as I live. 

While in Manchester, E ngland, Yudelovitch criticized the 

plan to establish Uganda as a safe haven for Jews though he 

was an ardent advocate of Zionism. He came to the US 

around 1908 to serve American Jewry and filled rabbinical 
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charges in Boston, New Haven, Bayonne and New York. 

He served as the rabbi of the Eldridge Street Synagogue 

from 1918 until his death. 

http:/ / www.eldridgestreet.org 

From the following comments by Yudlevitz's grandson, it appears 

that Yudlevitz was not immune to the desire for control. One of the 

attractions of Eldridge Street was that its rabbis held substantial 

power relative to lay boards. The new position also allowed him to 

be named "Chief Rabbi of the U.S." (a title not generally 

acknowledged by others) . 

In the early history of the [Eldridge Street] congregation, 

lay leadership held power. However, by the late 191 O's the 

balance of power had shifted to rabbis. By 1918, Eldridge 

Street's congregation combined its appreciation of wonderful 

speakers with its respect for scholarship by hiring Rabbi Dr. 

Avrum Aharon Yudelovitch as its rabbi. Yudelovitch, a 

brilliant speaker and scholar who was descended from a 

family of noted rabbis dating back to the 12th century, was 

made Chief Rabbi of the U.S. in 1919. 

Barry, Yood, "Zayde's Shu! Revisited," December 5, 2008 

Margolis/Yudlevitz 1925 Photo 

This photo of the Rabbis Margolis and Yudlevitz was taken in 

1925 in Washington D .C. According to the Eldridge Street Shul 

website, the purpose of the trip was "to thank President Calvin 

Coolidge for his 'Omaha Tolerance Speech' in which he pointed out 

the importance of providing youth with a religious education. 

Additionally, the rabbi asked the president to ease immigration 
restriction." 
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Rabbis :\Iargolis and Yudlevitz in Washington, DC, 1925 

The title of the photograph is "Chief Rabbis G. Wolf Margolis and 

Abraham A. Yudelovitch, 11/10/25," suggesting that both men 

thought that they were more important than 'regular' rabbis. 

Rabbi Lifland 

In comparison to Margolis and Yudlevich, Rabbi Joseph Lifland of 

Anshei Libavitz (listed as rabbi for 1918-1923) had a less grandiose 

self-image. In the forward to his book Converts and Conversion to 

Judaism (published posthumously), there is an interesting biography of 

Lifland: 

In 1914 Rabbi Lifland went to 

Massachusetts [from New York City] at the 

behest of his nephew, Gershon Wilcher. In 

addition to serving as a pulpit rabbi, he 

officiated at weddings and funerals, 

functioned as a ritual slaughterer (shohet), 

and served on rabbinical courts for divorces 

and conversions. He enlisted in the U.S. 

Army, but due to poor health was asked to 
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sell bonds rather than serve actively as a rabbi. After holding 

the pulpit in the prestigious Joy Street Synagogue in Boston, 

he spent a year in Chicago leading the Sephardic Synagogue. 

Upon returning to Massachusetts, be became rabbi of the 

Agudat Achim Synagogue . . . 

Though he continued to occupy a pulpit, Rabbi Lifland 

also worked in real estate. He was a founder of the New 

England Hebrew Academy, helped implement a five -day 

work week so that public schools would be closed on 
Shabbat, and established standards for Kosher-for-Passover 

food certification, all the while maintaining his scholarly 

endeavors ... 

There also is this interesting snippet about Wilcher and Lifland 

from The Libin Fami!J: From the Chernigov Country [Ukraine]; Yehoshua 

Buch, editor. Apparently, Lifland was separated from his family for 

ten years (due to a combination of war and lack of money) before he 

could bring them to America. 

During 1913/ 4, due to the deteriorating political situation 

in Europe, another Jewish wave came to the US. Gershon 

Wilcher and his family came in 1913. In many cases, the 

husband immigrated to the U.S. alone planning to save some 

money to bring the rest of his family .... Rabbi Y osef Lifland 

came in 1914. Unfortunately, due to the outbreak of World 

War I, his wife and children came to the U.S. ten years later. 

From these, one can observe several things distinguishing Lifland 

from Margolis or Yudkowitz: 

• Lifland did not come to Boston to be 'Chief Rabbi.' He left to 

escape persecution, and had to leave his family behind in 

Europe for a decade. 

• 

• 

His nephew Gershon Wilcher was not a macher (big shot) in 

the Boston community, having only emigrated with his family 

the year before, in 1913. 

Lifland had what presumably was a part-time job in the small 

Anshei Libavitz shul, where he had to supplement his income 

by working in real estate and education. His scholarly efforts 

appear to be something that he did in his free time. 
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• Given that Chabad founded the New England Hebrew 

Academy in 1944, this suggests that Lifland either was Chabad 

himself or a sympathizer. 

In other words, Lifland was a 'regular' Orthodox rabbi without 

pretensions of being a Chief or Grand Rabbi of Boston. Yet his 

helping to found the :New England Hebrew Academy in Brookline 

(which exists today) was an important accomplishment. 

Regarding his book on conversion, Lifland notes that its impetus 

was the emotional impact of the following incident, which led him to 

revisit the conversion laws from square one: 

Here in America when a Gentile approaches us requesting 

conversion, in most cases we unfortunately suspect that 

intermarriage is a factor, i.e., that he wants to convert so he 

can marry a Jewish woman (or she wants to marry a Jewish 

man). Today we rarely deal with a case of a ger tzedek [a 

'righteous' convert acting from a sincere desire to be Jewish]. 

Thus we encounter a dilemma - if we refuse to activate 

conversion, some would maintain that we are adding to 

assimilation and perhaps even encouraging apostasy from 

Judaism, G-d forbid . 

I myself have experienced this. A number of years ago a 

Gentile named A.Y. came to me requesting that I convert 

him. I declined because I suspected his motives were 

marriage-oriented. Consequently, the object of his desire - a 

Jewish girl from a respected family - abandoned her Jewish 

heritage and converted to Catholicism, bringing grief and 

obloquy to her family. Then her mother, a devout woman 

all her life, cursed the Rabbi [e.g., Lifland] who caused her 

daughter to become an apostate. She did this shortly before 

she passed away, as a result of the anguish she suffered from 

the episode. 

Lifland, Converts and Conversions to Judaism, p. 14 

Reading this, one sees a scholarly rabbi who was tortured by the 

consequences of his halachic ruling and sought comfort in study. 
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Summary Observations: Rabbis 1905-1925 

Looking at the records of the rabbis who served at predecessor 

shuls during this period, one can observe two rabbinic models. 

The first was a continuation of the Margolies/Friederman Old 

Country 'grand rabbi' approach, as characterized by Wolf Margolis 

and Abraham Yudlevitz. In these rabbis' world views, they would 

rule Boston as 'chief rabbi' from the 'central' Baldwin Street Shul in 

the North End,45 with control over subsidiary shuls such as Adath 

Jesura Nusach Ari. This model did not work well (the Jews moving 

out of the North End did not help), with Wolf Margolis leaving after 

a few years , complaining bitterly about his congregants. While there 

is not the same level of written vitriol from Yudlevitz, he too left for 

a pulpit in New York, where he would have greater control. 

During this period, the only predecessor shul that followed this 

model was Adath Jesura, and only until 1918, when Yudlevitz 

departed for New York. 

After Yudlevitz's departure, the West End would not see a 

continuation of the grand rabbi model - the exception being Rabbi 

Pinchas Horowitz, the Bostoner rebbe who founded Machzike Torah 

on Poplar Street in the West End in 1915. 

A second model, which prevailed in this period, was for the lay 

board to assert control. As a key demonstration of power and 

determination to break away from the grand rabbi model, the 

predecessor shul boards either: (a) never hired Moses Margolies at all 

(Mishkan Shlomo; which instead chose Isaac Baritz in 1904); (b) if 

they had hired Margolies initially, decided not to replace him with his 

linear successor Wolf Margolies (CBJ, Anshei Libavitz); or (c) if they 
had hired traditionalist rabbis like Friederman or Rubinovitz, 

terminated them (Ein Jacob, North Russell). Going forward, as 

previously noted, they then made frequent staffing changes. 

45 Relying on Baldwin Street as the center of power ignored the fading demographics 
of the North End, which was already apparent to CJP in its 1921 study. 
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Continuing Non· Affiliation 

Despite the increasing role of lay leadership at the expense of 

rabbinical control, there was no change in the predecessor shuls' non­

affiliation stances. For one thing, all of the shuls remained 

Orthodox, which, unlike Reform or Conservative synagogues, 

typically did not affiliate with national groups. In addition, since the 

predecessor shuls were located in a major Northeastern city with a 

sizeable Jewish population, they did not need affiliation to gain access 

to a pool of rabbinical candidates. 

This would continue in the period between 1930 and 1958, when 

the declining Jewish population made the idea of paying dues to a 

national organization problematic. 
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Chapter 6 

North Russell as Leading West End Shul 
The 1905-1925 period saw the emergence of Beth Hamedrash 

Hagadol (Anshe Sfard), the North Russell Street Shul, as the major 

synagogue in the West End. At its peak, it had over 1,000 

members .46 Prominent members of the shul included the Kirstein 

family, who endowed the famous Kirstein Library in downtown 

Boston, and Elihu Stone, a prominent Zionist. 

According to Clingan, Beth Hamedrash Hagadol began in 1896, 

with Massachusetts records showing that it was incorporated six years 

later on April 5, 1902 as "Beth Amedrish Agudal Anshi Sfard," 

located at 30 Poplar Street. By 1904, it had moved to its permanent 

location at 30 North Russell Street (making it the North Russell 

Street Shul). 

The shul's name is an unusual and perhaps unique transliteration 

from the Hebrew.47 The typical 'modern' Israeli-Sephardic 

transliteration would be Beth Hamedrash Hagadol, as Clingan used in 

her spreadsheet. Alternatively, there are several Ashkenazic 

synagogues named Beth Hamedrosh Hagodol. When asked about 

this, Dr. David Fishman, professor of Modern Jewish History at 

Jewish Theological Seminary and a Yiddish expert, commented that 

'Amedrish' is consistent with Polish Ashkenazic pronunciation. On 

that basis, however, the transliteration for the second word should 

then be 'Agudol' or 'Agodol,' not 'Agudal.' 

Since "Amedrish Agudal" in Hebrew means 'great study house,' 

this suggests that the incorporators had big plans. They were not 

thinking about creating a small shtibl. Instead they wanted their shul 

to be one of the major synagogues in the city - something they 

succeeded in accomplishing. 

46 Beacon Hill Times, August 4, 1998 

47 An Internet search failed to surface any other shul using this transliteration 
spelling. 
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As previously noted, the "Anshi Sfard" part of the name refers to 

the founders' intent to follow Chassidic nusach sfard. One tangible 

manifestation would be the shul's choice of Chassidic D.M. 

Rubinovitz as its initial rabbi in 1904-1906 (more on him in the next 

section of this chapter). 

In contrast to the heterogeneous background of CBJ's founders, 

most of Beth Hamedrash Hagadol's twenty incorporators had 

Eastern European names. One exception (with a Sephardic name) 

was Joseph Sondon, who presumably was related to Luis Sondon at 

CB]. Due to their relatively nondescript names, nothing else is 

known of the founding officers, and the only last name repeating on 

the 1941 Mortgage Redemption Plaque is Wasserman. 

Officers and Board Members: 

Beth Amedrish Agudal Anshi Sfard, 1902 

President 

Treasurer 

Vice President 

Recording Secretary 

Financial Secretary 

Board Members 

David Stern 

Simon Magur 

David Feinzig 

Abraham Castleman 

Joseph Son don 
Israel Kites 

Jacob Maranis 
David Wasserman 
Morris Frankel 
David H . Platisnky 
Samuel Sheinfeine 
Orsi Shapiro 
Morris Ableman 
Samuel Rotman 
Nathan Rovanrnick 
Joseph Tenenblatt 
Joe Jetzer 
William Rosenblat 
Louis Coretsky 
Hyman Schneiderman 

Beth Amedrish Incorporation Papers, 1902 

Despite its relatively late start, North Russell Street by 1910-1920 

had become one of the leading shuls in the West End - as illustrated 

by the fact that it included two rabbis on staff (Hillman and 
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Sharfman) in the 1910 Boston City Directory. 

Key to North Russell Street's success was its emphasis on parties 

and music. As an example of the former, the shul held a Chanukah 

party in December 1905 that attracted 3,000 children48 

With respect to music, North Russell's reputation was based on its 

high-quality cantor and male choir.49 It also was known for hosting 

concerts by famous touring cantors. 

Illustrating the shul's emphasis on music is a 1912 leaflet from the 

Adams Street Shul dedication in Newton noting that "Cantor 

Emanuel Shafer and Choir from the North Russell Street synagogue 

of Boston ... will entertain us ." This attests to North Russell Street's 

leading role in the Jewish community at that time, and that this 

reputation was based on music, rather than its rabbis .50 

+ Good News for New ton ..;, 
Widi- P~~.t~uHr _.e- a.!:111l.OU..~'(.e.1~•t •ifh g=;rfu:~-;::~~: bu·~ ~~.fo hi l">bts,;n t.h~ h~:tui( ;,J 

Syn11gogue A.god.- Achim, in Newton, Mass .• 
SUNOAY.O.comb.t lS, 191 2. al lZu'&.cl """'' 

The GRAND OPENING ""w"!;pt•" ll4 Adams Street 
kASSlS YRtl!.OBR.M.AN" &. 1.\A8l.~0Vl1'Z .-m tdd:uff ~he ~>1Jbl°ic, a!i1<.-f(;ar...1~tf':~L\N,CELSJ~ '*'FEH 

;,ud ChoJf fro$-1~r N4ffl<t. R.usu!tSt:u,t Sp::ap;ng")')• of llott.m'.l, H•l"th~r wl·h J~ ~·~t:~l:~·ri 1 Or ..... ,;1r.a 
witl ~t1~efH)O tt•. Tk.o w•H·~cw11 .Mr. ISAAC H.ELt.RR ¥ l'!->) tol h t. ~ ~~l(l! • l~rnt nait1 ,,f fle~ :()f'! 

._.·m ~ddt~:rt. iu. TM Com!1lit\'.H •p1u·~ r;:o t .x.r-t>Ju;e · ~· ~•kt d ie <:ip-Hm)l: • pa•,~l .'$.~i;-. j"~~­
Do"'t ~o~ thit o.rpc:irJm•H)' , but JO.In \H •nd tc.lol'·l!~llc:r ..-~ wJt hat><? one !j:UltH! t:!lH'" f.,itn' 

.,,tJ be a (iRA~D MARCU f:Gim l ilf . .o\'1111110: ~:hre'"~ 

M'ii1;0~ ;;;;;;w;;;,; 9i ~-;;;~;;5;;:<,;e;;;,•;' .-. Refres hments will be ser'1ed 

Adams Street Shul dedication leaflet, 1912 

Musically, two things separated North Russell Street from small 

shuls like Vilna: (a) it had a choir that performed 52 weeks a year, 

and (b) as a result, it was able to recruit high-quality singers. As 

recounted by one prospective young choir candidate: 

48 Boston Advocate December 29, 1905 p.6; quoted in Kleinstein, "Echoes of the Old 

West End Boston, 1900-1914." 

49 Sarna, in A men'can Judaism, notes that the use of cantors and choirs was a general 

trend in Orthodox shuls at the time to attrac t attendees; see pp. 176-177. 

so By 1912, Rabinovitz, who was part of the ceremony, was no longer associated with 
North Russell. 
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In preparation for our singing careers [my friend] Curly 

and I planned to apply for the choir at the Wilner shul on 

Philips Street. The Wilner shul was a modest synagogue and 

employed a choir only on Rosh Hashonoh and Y om K.ippur. 

Subconsciously, I imagine, we assumed that we stood a 

better chance of being accepted at this shul than at a more 

affluent one, such as the :North Russell Street shul. Of 

course, we were not going to tell our parents about this until 

the cantor or the head of the choir at the Wilner shul had 

accepted us. This was May and the High Holidays didn't 

come until September, so there was plenty of time. 

But we didn't plan on wasting the intervening time. We 

were going to visit the :\Jorth Russell Street shul on 

Saturdays to hear the choir there, so that we could pick up 

some pointers. Fortunately, there was choir singing at North 

Russell Street every Saturday throughout the year, and, what 

was even better, there was no charge for admission there at 
any time except on Rosh Hashonoh and Y om K.ippur. 

Angoff, Something Abo11t 1'1>' Father, pp. 130, 136 

The author of these comments about 

the North Russell Street choir was the 

famous editor and writer Charles 

Angoff,51 editor of The American Mercury, 

where he succeeded H.L. Mencken. He 

was born in 1903 and lived in the West 

End as a child. In 1962, Angoff wrote an 

article called "Memories of Boston" for 

the final issue of The Menorah Journa/,52 in 

which he describes some of his Charles Angoff 

51 In 1977, the Charles River Park Synagogue held a dinner in honor of Charles' 

brother Sam Angoff, a leading labor lawyer. 

52 The ,"\!lenorah ]011mal was published by the Menorah Society, a pre-Hillel Jewish 

inter-campus society (founded at Harvard) that focused entirely on Jewish culture 
rather than religion. Its first issue in 1915 featured articles by Louis Brandeis and 
Harry Wolfson. As Hillel became more established, the Menorah Society shut down 
in 1962. 
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experiences as a pre-bar mitzvah and bar mitzvah boy in the West 

End (this would have been circa 1913-1916). As seen in the 

following vignette, Angoff viewed North Russell Street as the rich 

Jew's establishment synagogue, known for holding large cantorial 

concerts:53 

In [the North Russell Street's] days of glory it was one of 

the great synagogues of America. To me it has special 

significance on various counts. First of all, its vice president 

was a great-uncle of mine. . . . This great-uncle of mme 

offered to get my parents into his synagogue on the High 

Holy Days at a reduced rate, but my father refused .... 

But my father did accept my great-uncle's invitations to 

come to the North Russell Street Shul to hear great cantors. 

When the word went around that one was coming, the 

synagogue naturally filled up quickly, and that's when my 

great-uncle came in handy. He took my father and me into 

the synagogue with him, and father and I had, so to speak, 

orchestra seats. It was there that I got the full meaning of 

what it meant to get "dem emessen nigun" ("the true melody") 

into a prayer. Never will I forget Sirota singing Lecho Dodi 
(Come, My Beloved) on Friday night, and Quartin singing 

Ovinu Malchqynu (Our Father, Our King), and Rosenblatt 

singing Adon Olam (Lord of the Universe). I once heard 

Sirota chant the Kiddush on Friday night with such profound 

sincerity that I felt shivers of delight pass up and down my 

spine. I was only a boy, under thirteen, but intuitively I 

grasped what was being done by these great cantors. I 

grasped, for all time, what Jewish prayer meant, and in a 

vague way I understood why the Jews have lasted all these 
years and will last to the end of time. 

Charles Angoff, "Memories of Boston," The Menorah Journal 1962 

53 Given that Angoff wrote this piece forty-plus years after the fact, some of these 
concerts may have occurred years later. Cantor Sirota gave a US concert tour in 
1907, which fits with Angoff's recollection. Quartin's tour was in 1920; Rosenblatt 
immigrated to New York in 1912, but his major concert tours were in the 1920s. 
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The cost of High Holiday tickets at North Russell Street meant 

that only wealthier Jews could afford the performances. Poorer Jews 

instead set up storefront shuls: 

I have been thinking a great deal about a temporary shul that 

my father and I went to. The poorer Jews of the 

neighborhood, who could not afford to pay the price of the 

tickets even to the modest synagogues, would rent [a] store 

for the High Holidays and turn it into a place of worship. 

Angoff, Something About My Father, p. 70 

The Rabbis of North Russell Street 1905-1925 

As previously noted, :North Russell Street's first listed rabbi was 

D.M. (David Mayer) Rubinovitz for 1904-1906, followed by Rabbi 

Hillman in 1908-1910. In 1910, Rabbi Hyman Sharf man joined 

Hillman as second rabbi. 

D.M. "Rubinovitz" turns out to be a different transliteration of the 

rabbi's more frequently used D.M. Rabinovitz (there also are some 

references to "Rubinovits"). D.M Rabinovitz was born in 1863 and 

was one of the first Lubavitcher rabbis in America, arriving in Boston 

in 1896 at the age of 33. ;4 

In 1904 (eight years after his arrival), Rabinovitz was hired by 

North Russell Street as its first listed rabbi in the Boston City Directory. 

As previously noted, hiring a Chabad rabbi was consistent with the 

"Anshi Sfard" part of the shul's formal name. 

Unlike other rabbis in that era who served multiple congregations, 

Rabinovitz's only listing in the 1904 Boston City Directory was as rabbi 

for :North RusselPS Given that Rabinovitz only lasted for three 

; 4 Ira Robinson, Translating a Tradition: Studies in American Jewish History, p. 192 

;; A Luba,·itch website claims that "The Rebbe Rashab [the 5th Lubavitch Rebbe] ... 
sent Rabbi Do,·id :\fayer Rabinowitz to Boston, Massachusetts, where Rabbi DO\·id 
Mayer became the RoY of a large ~usach Ari Shu!" 
(source: http: //W\\'\\".collive.com/ show _news.rtx?id = 20646&alias= the-miracle-in­
springfield). This is questionable, since the only Nusach Ari shul in downtown when 
Rabinovitz arrived was The Boston Synagogue's predecessor shul Adath Jesura 
N usach Ari, whose rabbis through 1923 were Moses Margolies, Wolf Margolies, 
Abraham Yudlevitz and Samuel Lefland. Perhaps the website meant North Russell, 
although :'.'Jorth Russell was nusach Sfard, not nusach Ari. 
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years,56 a reasonable supposmon is that the North Russell's board 

decided that Rabinovitz was not a good fit and terminated him - if 

so, showing the supremacy of the board over the rabbi.57 

Little is known about Rabinovitz's replacement, Rabbi Hillman 

(who began in 1908), aside from the fact that he lived near the shul at 

22 North Russell Street. 

However, in "Memories of Boston," Angoff discusses two rabbis. 

He begins by mentioning the rabbi of North Russell Street by title 

(a.k.a. "The Rabbi") rather than by name, and he then describes him 

as formal and unapproachable: 

The rabbi at the North Russell Street Shul seemed aloof to 

me. I'm sure he wasn't that way actually. My great-uncle said 

some very nice things about him to my father. Yet I would 

not have dared to smile at this rabbi. I wouldn't have dared 

to come up to him and say how nice a day it was, or ask him 

a question about some puzzling matter in the Bible, or about 

a matter of ritual or custom. 

Given that North Russell's first listed rabbi (of two) in the 1910 

Directory is Marcus Hillman, one suspects that Angoff is referring to 

him. 

Angoff then praises Rabbi Sharfman by name and at length -

although he identifies Sharfman as rabbi of the Vilner Shul, not 

North Russell Street: 

56 After 1907, Rabinovitz does not appear in any Boston City Directory listings. So he 
did not find a major replacement pulpit. 

57 Rabbi Rabinovitz would continue to appear in Boston Jewish circles for many 

years. As previously noted, Rabinovitz participated in a 1912 Newton shul 
inauguration with Rabbi Friederman. In the 1920s, Rabinovitz was asked by Rabbi 
Pinchas Horowitz (along with Rabbi Friederman) to defend him in a beth din 
proceeding involving Horowitz's charges that a Kosher sausage company was using 
non-Kosher meat. In 1938-1940, D.M. Rabinovitz served as part of the Boston 
V'aad Harabonim (the establishment Orthodox rabbinical establishment) when it 
fought a kashrut war against Joseph Soloveitchik. (See Farber in An American 
Orthodox Dreamer pp. 60-63). 
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Rabbi Sharfman in the Vilner Shul was different .... . He 

was horny,58 he was quiet and intimate. He was 

approachable. Indeed, he was often the first to approach 

others, young and old .. . H e was a man of mysterious feelings 

and powers and insights. He was capable of sorrow, and he 

was capable of joy ... The rabbi had a synagogue face . He had 

a synagogue gait -- slow, quiet, deliberate. He had a 

synagogue voice. His droshes (sermons) were brief, gentle , to 

the point. He pointed out to his small congregation that the 

Bible was very much up to date; that the principles of 

Deuteronomy and Leviticus were the abiding principles of 

mankind and of the United States in particular; that the labor 

laws in the Bible were the freest in all human history -- truly 

human, truly democratic, truly kind. He pointed out that it 

simply wasn't true that the 0;ew Testament was a document 

of love and the Old Testament a document of strict duty and 

strict justice, that in fact the doctrine of loving kindness 

appears in Micah and in Isaiah and in Samuel and in all the 

other books of the Jewish tradition. He pointed out time and 

again that it was no accident that the words inscribed around 

the Liberty Bell came not from the New Testament but from 

the Old Testament, Leviticus (25:10): "Proclaim liberty 

throughout the land and to all the people thereof. " He 

quoted parables and other sayings of the Sages. I was 

as tonished, in my early youth, at how well read he was, how 

well he had digested what he read, how unfanatical he was 

despite his orthodoxy. I remember well what he used to say 

when people brought up the fact that this or that Jew didn't 

always go to shul when he should, or observe too many of 

the 613 mitzvahs (good deeds). He said, "Eh, I don't know. A 

man should observe. Of course a Jew should observe. But 

we must remember that it is an avqyreh [transgression] to cast 

aspersions upon any man who performs deeds of charity. 

Such a man is good in the eyes of God. A charitable man in 

58 B,· "horny," Angoff presumably meant "tough and calloused," rather than 
"sexually aroused." 
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the eyes of God, is like all the 613 mitzvahs put together." 

Rabbi Sharfman was more than a spiritual leader. He was a 

job hunter and an apartment hunter, he was a lay analyst, a 

home saver, a social worker, and a doctor. In our poor 

neighborhood, people generally made use of the "lodge 

doctor" for ordinary ailments, but when a family was large 

the permitted number of doctor calls was pretty much used 

up by the early winter. Then the lodge doctor would be 

called anyway. He would be paid first with Passover wine, 

then with Passover wine and lekach (honey cake), then with 

boiled eggs and home baked bread. Then the doctor would 

not be called any more. The poor were just ashamed. So they 

went to the rabbi, and the rabbi went to the Talmud, which 

is full of medical lore. I remember my father asking the 

rabbi for a remedy for a sour stomach. The rabbi thought 

and then said, "It says in the Talmud that a man's stomach is 

made up of three parts: one for liquid, one for solid foods, 

and one has to be empty. Maybe, Reb Yid, you have put 

something in the part that has to be empty? So eat a little less 

bread, a little less herring, and if you skip a meal, it won't 

hurt so much. Try it for a couple days, maybe three days, 
don't starve yourself, just eat a little less, and then let me 

know." My father did as he was told, and it helped. Of 

course, when there was a serious illness the rabbi told the 

man to see a doctor, and when the man said he had no 

money for a doctor or he had used up the lodge doctor calls, 

the rabbi would get in touch with a neighborhood doctor, 

who would visit the man and charge him nothing: "Eh, pay 

me when you can." Or the rabbi arranged for the sick person 

to go to the clinic in the neighborhood. 

Charles Angoff, "Memories of Boston," The Menorah Journal 1962 

A major problem with this account is that it does not tie to 

contemporaneous Boston City Directory records. Given that Angoff 

was born in 1903 and is describing his pre-bar mitzvah days here, the 

relevant dates are 1913 to 1916. During these years, and for the 

entire period from 1910 through 1923, the directories show that 

Sharfman was either co-rabbi with Hillman at North Russell (1910 to 
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1912), or sole rabbi (1913 to 1923). For the Vilna Shul, there is no 

listing of any rabbi during this period. 

One possible answer to the discontinuity is that Sharfman, like 

Margolies and Friedman before him, earned a living by working part­

time at multiple shuls. This is supported by comments by a Vilna 

Shul writer, Thomas Lyman: "The [Vilna] congregation being poor, 

was unable to hire a full time rabbi, thus a senior male congregant led 

the services. At important holy days, the shul would hire a rabbi or 
cantor."59 

Alternatively, Angoff may simply have forgotten the correct 

timeline (he wrote "Memories of Boston" in 1962), so that by 1913-

1916, Sharfman was the rabbi for North Russell, not Vilna. In this 

scenario, North Russell had the same favorable reaction to Sharfman 

that Angoff had, and used its greater financial resources to recruit 

Sharfman full-time -- in a manner analogous to the way that wealthy 

baseball teams like the Yankees or Red Sox today recruit free agents 

from small-market teams. The lack of Vilna listings in the city 

directories suggest that this may have been what happened. 

One important difference between Sharfman and rabbis like 

Friederman was his accommodation to the realities of making a 

living, and his sympathy for Jews who had to work on Shabbat to 

feed their families: 

One of the problems frequently placed before Rabbi 

Sharfman by members of his congregation was whether they 

should work on the Sabbath. The poor Jews of the West 

End slums struggled heroically to make ends meet by not 

working on the Sabbath, but it was extremely difficult, 

especially in times of depression, when every half day of 

work meant the difference between having regular meals at 

home and skipping a few (the parent alone did the 

skipping)... Rabbi Sharfman was heartsick whenever he was 

called upon to offer advice on this subject. He knew how 

badly his flock needed the money, and he also knew what 

working on the Sabbath would do to them internally - very 

59 Thomas K. Lyman, "Vilna Shu!: A Remnant of Beacon Hill's Jewish History," Fall 
1996. 
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few of those who desecrated the Sabbath ever felt spiritually 

whole again. Rabbi Sharfman would say to one seeking his 

advice: "I cannot, of course, tell you to work on the 

Sabbath. But neither can I tell you not to, for then I would 

be telling you to force your wife and children to starve, and, 

God forbid, perhaps to get sick - and ... you know. God is 

not an executioner. God is merciful. He understands. All I 

can say is that if a doctor may desecrate the Sabbath to save 

a life ... then, well, isn't food a medicine, too? And doesn't 

that make you, as the provider of food, a sort of doctor? I'm 

not telling you what to do, and I'm not telling you what not 

to do. It is a terrible choice, and I feel ashamed that you ask 

for my advice, since I do not have to make such a choice, 

and so do not really know the suffering involved. But always 

remember that our God is even kinder than the kindest 

judge." The import of Rabbi Sharfman's words did not 

escape anyone, and all were grateful to him for making it 

easier for them to do what was so horrible. As my father 

said: "Sometimes he talks like a mother." 

Angoff, Something About My Father, pp. 194-195 

In sum, Sharfman of North Russell Street was an extremely 

empathetic rabbi who is worthy of recognition alongside Margolies 

and Friederman. 

Observations: North Russell Street Rabbis 

The stories of Rubinovitz, Hillman and Sharfman reinforce basic 

themes developed previously. Like CBJ and the other shuls that 

moved away from authoritarian rebbes to rabbis controlled by lay 

boards, North Russell started off with a traditionalist rabbi - in this 

case, Chassidic (Rubinovitz). However, like the other predecessor 

shuls (or perhaps even more rapidly), the lay leadership of North 

Russell asserted itself and made multiple rabbinical changes, moving 

from Chassidic traditionalist to Hillman's aloofness to Sharfman's 

understanding that some Jews needed to work on Shabbat to feed 

their families. As a result, control was left with boards, not rabbis. 
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Postscript: the North Russell Mishnah Study Group 

One of the most interesting (and beautiful) archival finds of The 

Boston Synagogue history project is the 1909-1910 ledger book of 

the :North Russell Street Mishnah study group. The inside front 

cover is hand illuminated with an additional eight pages of Torah­

quality Hebrew calligraphy containing the constitution and bylaws of 

the organization. After this, there are 62 pages of illuminated names 

of the members (one of whom is Rabbi Sharfman). For some of the 

names, there is a date or indication of death with cemetery 

information. 

The bylaws (see Appendix 3) lay 

out a set of substantial obligations on 

the members. They must study 26 

chapters of Mishnah each month.60 If 

they miss a meeting of the study 

group or fail to do their assigned 

studies, they must pay a fine to the 

gabbai. If they miss three meetings, 

the gabbai and two other members 

can expel them from the study group. 

Also of interest is that one of the 

group members, :Nettie Feltsman, was 

a woman - showing that women's 

interest in learning Talmud is not a 

.l 
! 
' 

recent thing.61 Given her later listing in the book and the lack of gold 

paint around her name in the register, :Nettie was not one of the 

original members. 

60 There are 523 chapters in the Mishnah, so it would take 20 months (1 year, 8 
months) to complete a cycle. 

61 HaYing one woman in a study group of 62 is reminiscent of the role of Beruria, 
the onh· female scholar mentioned in the original Talmud. Inrerestingh-, unlike the 
men's names, which are in the traditional 'ABC' ben or bar 'XYZ,' format, with the 
last name then appended in Yiddish, here the listing is R' (for Raba) '.\'ettie Feltsman 
in Yiddish "·ith no 'bas XYZ' H ebrew name - perhaps reflecting the gabbais' 
discomfort in acknowledging her gender explicitly. 
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Left: Listing for Rabbi Hyman Sharfman with Cemetery Information. 
Right: Listing for Nettie Feltsman (With No Gold Painting) . 

The existence of this document and the effort to create a beautiful 

illuminated document highlights the value that the members placed 

on Talmudic study. 

* * * 
A Charles River Park era document from the 1980s refers to the 

document as a "historical treasure," and states that "a lithograph of 

the original will be permanently exhibited in our synagogue lobby." 

This was never done, but thanks to the help of the American Jewish 

Historical Society, The Boston Synagogue has obtained a high­

resolution digital copy of the front page that it will use to fulfill the 

vision of the unknown 1980s author. 
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Chapter 7 

Shul Buildings and Architecture 

The North Russell Street Shul, 1923 

The period between 1905 and 1925 was one m which the 

increasingly prosperous West End Jews were able to afford new 

buildings - in particular the North Russell Street shul, built in 1923. 

In 1917, the synagogue owned 28 and 30 North Russell Street, 

which only gave it a narrow frontage. To build the 1923 facility with 

a 40-50 foot wide frontage, the shul also purchased 24 and 26 North 

Russell. 

Based on information prepared by a consulting engineer in 1959 

(for purposes of obtaining eminent domain compensation from the 

City of Boston), the new shul had 94 men's pews and 46 women's 

pews.62 Accordingly seating capacity was approximately 600 (376 

men and 222 women).63 

Despite the tradition that Jewish shuls in the West should have 

their arks facing east toward Jerusalem, the North Russell Street ark 

was located on the western wall. This reflected the fact that the main 

entrance on the North Russell Street side faced east, making an east­

facing ark impractical (unless the shul had decided to place its main 

entrance on the north side, facing Russell Court).64 

62 Source: Thomas F. ?vicSweeney Associates valuation study. 

63 As pre\·iously noted, the 1903 Wall Street Shu! had seating capacity of 950. 

64 The same is true of Anshei Libavitz at 8 Smith Court, where the ark wall faced 
south. In the case of CBJ, the building was located on the north side of Wall Street, 
with the entryway facing south. Accordingly, the CBJ ark wall faced north. Clearly, 
for Jews building shuls with geographical constraints, having an ark on the eastern 
wall was secondary to having a shul at all. In a more modern era, the ark wall at The 
Boston Synagogue indeed faces east. 
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Floor Plan, North Russell Street Shu! 

Street grid for the North Russell Street Shu! 
block (Showing Russell Court to the north). 
McSweeney Associates study, 1959 
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Observations on Shul Architecture 

At the same time that North Russell Street was building its new 

shul, so were a number of other synagogues: 

• 

• 

In the West End, the Vilna Shul's new facility was inaugurated 

in 1919, and the Chambers Street Shul dedicated an elaborate 

new ark by Sam Katz in 1920 (Katz also built Vilna's ark). 

Ohabei Shalom and Temple Israel, which had started out in 

the South End, were building new facilities in Brookline and 

the Boston Fens -- as was Kehillath Israel in Brookline. 

The West End shul exteriors were relatively plain. The major 

difference between North Russell and Vilna is that North Russell had 

a neo-classical pediment and entryway archstone (making it a low 

budget nrsion of the former Museum of Natural History building 

built in 1862 and located at 234 Berkeley Street in Boston). North 

Russell also was much larger than Vilna. 

West End Shu! Exteriors. Left: :'.'forth Russell Street Shu!. Right: Vilna Shu! 
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Comparable Neo-Classical Design, 234 Berkeley 
Street, Boston, Massachusetts (1862) 

In contrast to the exteriors, the West End shul interiors were 

ornate, with old-fashioned arks that could have belonged in a 200-

year-old shul from the Old Country. North Russell's ark was twice as 

tall as Vilna's and more elaborate. A detailed description was 

included in the McSweeney Associates 1959 valuation analysis: 

At the west end of the room is an elaborate painted and 

illuminated altar with an arch over a wood cupboard, wood 

free standing decorated columns, dentil moldings, symbolic 

lions holding tablets and three free standing gilt eagles, 
among other symbolic moldings. The altar is elevated on a 

three foot platform up four steps from the floor, the 

platform being surrounded by a two foot high railing. On 

either side of the altar, in the west wall, is a stained glass 

window with a semi-elliptical head. 

In front of the altar is a bim[a] (a pulpit-like structure) 

flanked by chairs for the elders of the congregations. This is 

on a platform two feet high with a wooden rail. The 

platform floor is covered with linoleum; the platform 

measures 12'.1 x 10'.1. 
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:\:orth Russell Street Shu! interior photos 

Left: Vilna Shul interior. Right: Chambers Street 1920 ark dedication 

In contrast, the Brookline/Boston Fens synagogues embraced a 

modern Art Deco style incorporating neo-Byzantine and Classical 

design elements. This put them at the cutting edge of architectural 

design: 
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• 

• 

There are striking similarities between the fa<;:ades of Kehillath 

Israel, built in 1925, with the Theatre des Champs-Elysees in 

Paris, built in 1913. 

Ohabei Shalom's art deco ark design and vault (built in 1925) 

has clear similarities with the entry door to the Canadian Bank 

of Commerce in Toronto (1930), and is radically different 

from the traditional 1920 Chambers Street Shul ark. 

Art Deco Design Comparisons 

Upper Left: Theatre des Champs-Elysees (1913), Paris, France. Upper 
Right: Kehillath Israel, Brookline, Massachusetts (1925). 

Lower Left: Canadian Bank of Commerce Toronto, Canada (1930). 
Lower Right: Ohabei Shalom, Art Deco ark (1925). 
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Maintaining the Shul 

From Anshei Libavitz records found in The Boston Synagogue's 

files,63 the following is the translator's summarization of and 

observations about the details of taking care of the synagogue, 

including installing electricity in 1908 and taking out a second 

mortgage in 1912 to pay for repairs. 66 

1907-1908 

The earliest available minutes include bills for gas and coal among 

their expenses. The board of trustees decided to institute electricit:y at 

its meeting of May 17, 1908; the electric lighting was installed during 

the summer. There is a drop in the gas bills after the installation of 

electricity, but the former do not disappear (e.g. November 11, 1907 -

$6.10 vs. December 20, 1908 -$3.04). 

There was a $20 plumbing job in January 1908, but no details are 

given. 

1909 

A year of varied repairs and alterations: a $15.00 roofing job m 

March; sidewalk repairs in July, total of Sl 0.15; windows fixed m 

September. 

Two major structural changes of the year: First, a major repair of 

the sewage system in August totaling $81.00. Second, part of the yard 

on the east side of the Synagogue was sold for $500.00 to Mr. Murray 

Siegal, a building developer. The deal was finalized at the meeting of 

October 6. 

1910 

The minutes of June 19 refer to decisions on several repairs: to fix 

the floor in the hallway, the sewage system, and to build a fence 

across from the 11 new building. 11 What this new building was is not 

clear to us. It may simply refer to the new boundary between the 

Synagogue and the property sold to Mr. Siegal. The floor and fence 

65 Original in Yiddish, translated by Dr. D a,·id Fishman; originals held by the US 
:\ational Park Sen·ice. 

66 $1.00 in 1910 is the equiYalem of 523.40 todaY. 
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cost $30, reported July 3. 

1911 

More extensive repairs. A total of $30 spent on roofing; a total of 

$105.81 on fixing the electrical system. This must have been a major 

overhaul or extension of the system. 

1912 

The minutes of this year are enigmatic and frustrating. It is clear 

that work of major proportions was going on in the building. What 

that work was cannot be ascertained. 

The Board of Trustees appointed a separate committee to 

supervise all building repairs, transferred Synagogue funds to the 

committee, and gave it free rein over the disbursement of funds. 

A second mortgage was taken out to finance the repairs. 

The work on the building went on throughout the summer and fall 

of 1912. The only related bill registered in the Congregation minutes , 

$37 for carpentry, was listed on July 21. The minutes on November 

10 note that all repairs were completed. 

1913 

The platform for the Cantor and the reading of the Torah, the 

Bimah, was reconstructed during this year. (Note that this probably 

followed extensive work on the interior of the building.) The 

meeting on February 2 lists bills for lumber totaling $48.1 5, and a 

carpentry bill for $45. 

March 30, $9.59 for Bimah. May 4, $101.15 for Bimah. This makes 

one wonder whether more than the platform was involved in these 

repairs. $20 paint job for Bimah. 

1914 

Bills for coal reappear after a two-year absence. $15 window repair 

reported on November 1. 
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Chapter 8 

Developments in the West End 1925-
1945 

Demographics 

Published Jewish population figures for the West End do not exist 

for this period, presumably because of limited communal interest in 

downtown Boston. 

It is possible, however, to estimate Jewish West End population 

by starting with the 1910 population figure of 40,000 from Chapter 2 

and then extrapolating from other datasets. 

The first dataset is the Boston Ward 5 census. In 1915, Ward 5 

population was 77,573. By 1930, the population declined 61 % to 

30,571 (growing slightly to 32,962 in 1945). 

The second dataset is Jewish share of West End population. 

Herbert Gans in T he Urban Villagers estimated that Jewish population 

share dropped from 75% in 1926 to 20% by 1936. This was a decline 

of 73% in a single decade. Given that Gans also indicated that the 

Italian share grew from 35% in 1936 to a majority in 1945, the Jewish 

share by 1945 presumably was less than 20%. 

Around the turn of the century, the Irish were replaced by 

the Jews, who dominated the West End until about 1930. 

During this era, the West End sometimes was called the 

Lower East Side of Boston. In the late twenties, Italians and 

Poles began to arrive, the former from the North End, and 

they joined a small Italian settlement that had existed in the 

lower end of the area since the beginning of the century. 

Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, the Italian influx 

continued until eventually they became the largest ethnic 

group in both the upper and lower portions of the West 

End. The changes in population are reflected in data taken 

from library registration cards. In 1926, the area was 

estimated to be 75 per cent Jewish. In 1936, however, the 

library users were 35 per cent Italian, 25 per cent Polish, 20 
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per cent Jewish, and 20 per cent "miscellaneous." By 1942, 

the Italians were in the majority. 

Gans, Urban Villagers, p.7 

Combining these datasets, a reasonable estimate for 1935 Jewish 

population is 4,368, based on: 

• 1910 Jewish population of 40,000; times 

• Ward 5 population ratio for 1935 versus 1915 

(31,76767/77,57368); times 

• Jewish population share ratio for 1936 versus 1926 

(20%/75%69) . 

Assuming that by 1945, the Italian share grew to 60% and the non­

Italian share dropped proportionately, the 1945 Jewish share was only 

around 12%, with a Jewish population of 2,620. 

North End and West End Population Trends 

Year North End North End West End West End 
Jews Italians Jews Italians 

1880 500 1,000 100 125 
1895 6,200 7,700 6,300 1,100 
1905 4,700 18,000 
1910 40,000 
1920 Negligible 
1925 Negligible 19,097 
1935 Negligible 4,368 
1945 Negligible 2,620 

Jews of Boston and Boston Synagogue analysis 

Synagogue Count 

This sharp Jewish population drop, along with the impact of the 

Great Depression, led to a dramatic decline in the number of shuls in 

the North and West Ends: 

67 Average between the 1930 and 1945 census figures. 

68 Assumes no Ward 5 population change from 1910 to 1915. 

69 Assumes that the 1910 Jewish population share was 75% (same as in 1926). 
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• 

• 

The :North End went from four to two shuls by 1931. By 

1941, no shuls were left. 

The West End went from fifteen to six shuls by 1931. By 

1941, there were four shuls left. 

Shuls 1925-1945 

......,.West End 

.,.. - North End 

0 
1925 1927 1929 19311933 1935 1937 1939 19411943 1945 

Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 

There was a parallel drop in Jewish communal resources: 

The Hecht House . . . moved from the West End to 

Dorchester in 1936. Even the West End YMHA left the 

West End, relocating to Roxbury in the late 1930s. 

Gamm, C rban Exodus, p. 138 

1940 Merger 

In response to a collapsing community, United Congregation Beth 

Jacob and Beth Hamedrash Hagadol (Anshe Sfard) merged in 1940, 

forming Beth Hamedrash Hagadol/Beth Jacob. 

Based on a 1987 recollection by Israel Alpert when he was 

Treasurer for the Charles River Park Synagogue, the merger was 

caused by severe building repair problems at Beth Jacob: 

.. . way back the name of the synagogue was Beth Hamidrash 

Hagodal Beth Jacob, and that Beth Jacob refers to a time 

when a synagogue that was on Wall Street in the West End 

101 



had dissolved, threw in the sponge, and joined the North 

Russell Street Synagogue, and I was very young then and my 

recollection is that their building was in deplorable condition 

and rather than spend money fixing up the building, they 

joined with the North Russell Street Synagogue, because 

shortly after they joined us, the building collapsed and the 

City had some troubles with it . ... I don't think there was any 

sale of the land. The City had the problem of moving it. 

But there were things like the Torah [that] came to the 
Charles River Park Synagogue. 

Israel Alpert deposition, March 16, 198770 

The incorporation papers for "Congregation Beth Amedrish 
Agudal Beth Jacob," as the merged shul was called, were filed on 

October 19, 1940, for the purpose of "the maintenance of a place of 

worship according to the Orthodox Hebrew Rite ... " This is in 

contrast to the predecessor shuls' 1888 and 1902 incorporation 

papers, which refer only to "Hebrew worship"71 or "place of worship 

where persons of the Jewish faith may attend."72 By 1940, Jewish 

sectarian lines had clearly been drawn. 

The new entity was located in Beth Hamedrash Hagadol's building 

at 28 North Russell Street. 

As a sign of the merger, a new cornerstone was commissioned. 

The inscribed Jewish year 5701 is 1940-41, with the name of the shul 

Beth Hamedrash Hagodal Beth Jacob written in Hebrew. The 

cornerstone was later installed in The Boston Synagogue's current 

building. 

70 Israel Alpert gave this deposition testimony in 1987 as part of legal proceedings 
related to the disposition of the Vilna shul estate assets (discussed in Chapter 12). 

71 CBJ 

72 North Russell Street 
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Left: 1940 Beth Amedrish Articles of Incorporation. Right: 1940-41 
Cornerstone (reinstalled at The Boston Synagogue) 

The shul consolidation was celebrated with a gala dedication 

dinner held on Sunday, March 2, 1941 at the Dorchester Manor. The 

Dedication card (front and back) reveals a number of things about 

the shul, its leadership and its members: 

• There is no listed rabbi or cantor. This was a lay-led 

synagogue. 

• 

• 

The name of the synagogue in English is spelled "Beth 

Hamedrosh Hagodol Beth Jacob," despite the fact that the 

1940 incorporation papers were for "Beth Amedrish Agudal 

Beth Jacob." The shul leadership was still transliteration­

challenged. 

There was an active Ladies Auxiliary, showing the important, 

albeit subsidiary, role that women played. The shul's bylaws 

adopted on September 22, 1940 restricted membership to 

"Jewish male persons of good moral character." However, an 

unsigned and undated addendum stated that "Officers of 

Ladies Auxiliary. . . [are] members for all purposes. 

Presumably, some of the women officers complained about 

their second-class status, which led to the addition. 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

The deep commitment of families to the shul is seen with 

Morris Kamberg serving as First Vice President and Dora 

Kamberg serving as Treasurer of the Ladies' Auxiliary (Elias 

was the Beth Jacob president in 1899) 

This was a pre-dieting age, so people stuffed themselves when 

given the chance. Each attendee was served a full half-broiler, 

on top of multiple other items. 

The alcohol of choice was beer, not wine. For Jews of that 

generation, wine was a tumbler of sweet Concord grape for 

Kiddush, not something to drink as a main beverage. 

The stereotypical African-American servers are regrettable . 

~iu' ~Wu 
a 

IDJ\ ROSEN } 
f J\NNIE LEVIN E•-"""4•"" 
LUBIE LITYEN 

LENJ\ FINKLE ,,.,,..., 
DORA KAMBERG ,,..,..,., 

KNIE D1WIS 
Vl'C4t-PffslciHI 

ANNA VICTOR 
s. .... .,,. 

a 
LANA TOBIN 

ANNA KOGES 
MOLLIE SHIFRES 

MRS. SIRKEN 
MRS. WHITE 

ANNA SHENKER 
l't,A.RL KUPCHEK 
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WOLF ZIMMERMAN 
l'N,;Je11t 

MORRIS KAMBERG 
Flnt ViuAPrel/Jut 

ABRAHAM SHINDLER 
S.cd#Wf Vl«t.PNslduit 

LOUIS WINER 

MAX ROSENFIELD 
Fl1t•~r.al S.u.l•IY 

MAX GOLDFARB 
Re(<Nf/l11r s.~t#J' 

Ql~airman Df tl1e .!'ffair 

a 
EZEKIEL YORSHIS 

Consomme 

Hall Broilers 

metttt 

• 
SWEET TABLE 

Gr.~pefruit 

Stul!cd F;sh 

Mud11oom Giblets 

Punch 

Olives Cole Slaw 
Vegct•ble Sol•d 

Noodle• Croutom 

Condicied Swt:l!!t Potdtocs 

Swe<!'t Pus 

DRINKS 

Bcf!r Tonic 

Shcrbd Cake Demi Lmt Mints 

1941 Dinner Celebrating the ::\:orth Russell/Wall Street Shu! Merger (Front 
and Back) 

An impressive memento of this age is the Beth Amedresh73 Agudal 

Beth Jacob Mortgage Redemption Plaque, which today hangs in the 

entryway of The Boston Synagogue. 

The apparent age and old-fashioned style of the plaque led many 

people at the shul to believe that the plaque dated to the early 1900s. 

However, given that the merger of Beth Jacob and Hamedrash 

Hagadol only took place in late 1940, it clearly was created after this. 

73 The plaque's spelling of "Amedresh" is different from the 1902 and 1940 
incorporation spelling, both of which use the form "Amedrish." 
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Beth Amedresh Agudal/Beth Jacob Mortgage Redemption Plaque 

A review of the officer and donor lists leads to the following 

observations: 

• As with the dedication dinner card, there is no listed rabbi or 

cantor. North Russell Street was controlled by lay people, not 

rabbis. 

• 

• 

There is no segregation of donors by contribution level, e.g., 

Platinum, Gold, Silver, Bronze. Every donor is treated 

equally. 

There are 266 unduplicated names on the list (two names were 

listed twice). Of these, fourteen are corporate or institutional 

names, with the remaining 252 being families or individuals. 

While not all of the donors are necessarily members of the 

combined congregation, this number is twice the size of Beth 

Jacob's 125 members in 1899. Therefore the merger resulted 

in a congregation of a size that was economically viable, 
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• 

• 

assuming no continuing declines. 

At the top of the plaque, there are eight officer/ board member 

groups, with a total of 77 names (58 unduplicated). This is a 

large number compared to The Boston Synagogue's current 

nineteen-member board. 

Of the donor list, one name that generates particular interest 

by shul visitors is Mr. and Mrs. M. Nimoy. Max and Dora 

Nimoy lived in the West End, where Max was a barber. In 

1926 they had a son Melvin, who went to Boston Latin and 

MIT and became a chemical engineer at Johnson & Johnson. 

In 1931, they had a second son, Leonard. Leonard Nimoy 

later achiend fame as Mr. Spock in the original Star Trek 

senes. 

1948 West End Playground; Leonard Nimoy in 
upper right. Fisher and Hughes, The Last Tenement 

The existence of a Mortgage Redemption Plaque suggests, of 

course, that there was a mortgage to be redeemed. This leads to 

questions about when this mortgage was taken out, for how much, 

on what terms and when it was redeemed. 

After conducting research, the Archival and Historical Committee 

was able to determine that on December 10, 1940, two months after 

the merger incorporation papers were signed, the congregation took 

out a S20,000 ten-year mortgage at an unspecified interest rate, 
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consolidating two prior mortgages .74 The Charlestown Five Cents 

Savings Bank was the lender. Four years later, on November 16, 

1944 during World War II, the mortgage was redeemed - six years 

earlier than necessary. Hence, the Mortgage Redemption Plaque in 

the entryway of The Boston Synagogue probably dates to 1944 or 

1945. Once the mortgage was paid off, the shul held a gala party 

similar to the 1940 merger celebration. 

The 'official mortgage redemption: From Boston city records 

Recollections By Leonard Nimoy 

For The Boston Synagogue's history project, Leonard Nimoy 

graciously agreed to be interviewed about his recollections of his 

parents and the North Russell Street Shul during this period. 

Max and Dora Nimoy knew each other as children in the town of 

Zaslov, Ukraine and became reacquainted in Boston, marrying in 

1925. Max, who was a barber in Zaslov, emigrated after World War 

I,75 first to Buenos Aires, then to New York. He then moved to 

Boston when he learned of a barber in the West End who was 

looking for a partner. Leonard's mother Dora Shpanger (Spinner 

post-immigration) came to America with her parents and brothers 

(one of whom was turned away with an eye infection). Dora's father 

Samuel was a leather cutter and her brother Meyer was a house 

painter. Eventually, three generations would live together on 

Chambers Street. 

74 The prevailing rate in those days appears to have been 3%. 

75 Due to the large-scale killings of Jews in the Ukraine that were a result of the 
Russian Revolution. 
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Leonard :\'imoy's grandmother Sarah Spinner (on 
left): 87 Chambers Street. Jules Aarons 

The ::--.Jimoy household initially spoke only Yiddish. As a result, 

Leonard's older brother Melvin's first language was Yiddish. By the 

time Leonard was born in 19 31, his parents had become reasonably 

fluent in English, so that Leonard's first language was English 

(although he spoke Yiddish in order to communicate with his 

Yiddish-speaking grandparents) JG 

While the home was kosher (in deference to Leonard's 

grandmother), Max Nimoy needed to work on Saturdays and the 

family did not attend shul services regularly. Initially the family 

joined Tifereth Israel on 99 Chambers Street because it was near their 

home (in the following 1952 photograph, the Nimoy family lived 

three buildings to the right). However, when Leonard neared his bar 

mitzvah, his father had a dispute with Chambers Street over High 

Holiday seating and joined ::--.Jorth Russell. 

Leonard, who went to Hebrew School on Poplar Street, had his 

bar mitzvah in 1944 at Chambers Street,77 where he recalls davening 

Shaharit, reading the entire Torah portion and haftarah, and then 

davening Musaf (something that today would only be done by 

someone attending yeshiva or Jewish day school). A week later, he 

partially reprised his performance at the North Russell Shul, davening 

Shaharit. 

"G As a rnung actor in Los Angeles, Leonard Nimoy found part-time work with 
touring Yiddish theater troupes. 

77 Chambers Street was not a predecessor shul of The Boston Synagogue - in 1958, 
it merged with Vilna. 
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Chambers Street Shul (Nimoy house on the extreme 
right). Source: Leonard Nimoy 

After his bar mitzvah, Leonard stopped attending shul except for 

High Holidays. However, one now-famous event occurred at North 

Russell Street's High Holiday services, when a young Leonard was 

fascinated by seeing five to six Cohanim blessing the congregation. 

This later became the basis for the now famous Vulcan "live long and 

prosper" salute. As he recounted in his autobiography I Am Spock: 

For what would soon become known as the Vulcan salute, 

I borrowed a hand symbol from Orthodox Judaism. During 

the High Holiday services, the Kohanim (who are the 

priests) bless those in attendance. As they do, they extend 

the palms of both hands over the congregation, with thumbs 

outstretched and the middle and ring fingers parted so that 

each hand forms two vees. This gesture symbolizes the 

Hebrew letter shin, the first letter in the word Shaddai, 

"Lord"; in the Jewish Qabala, shin also represents eternal 

Spirit. 

The ritual made an extraordinary impression on me when, 

as a young boy, I attended those services with my family in 

an orthodox synagogue. The women sat separately in the 

balcony, and I sat near the front with my father, grandfather, 

and older brother, Melvin. The special moment when the 

Kohanim blessed the assembly moved me deeply, for it 

possessed a great sense of magic and theatricality. In 

Hebrew, they would chant: 
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"May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord turn 

His face upon you, and give you peace ... " 

In approximate unison, their voices rose and fell in loud, 

piercing shouts-fervent, impassioned, ecstatic. 

"Don't look," my father whispered. "Close your eyes. You 

mustn't look." 

Being a child, I of course asked, "Why?" 

"Because this is the moment that the Shekhinah- the holy 

essence of God-enters the sanctuary . " 

I had heard that this indwelling Spirit of God was too 

powerful, too beautiful, too awesome for any mortal to look 

upon and survive, and so I obediently covered my face with 

my hands. 

But of course, I had to peek. 

And I saw the priests enrapt in religious ecstasy, their 

heads and faces hidden by their shawls, spreading their arms 

out over the congregation. As they invoked the essence of 

God, their hands were fixed in representations of the letter 

shin. 

So it was that, when I searched my imagination for an 

appropriate gesture to represent the peace-loving Vulcans, 

the Kohanim's symbol of blessing came to mind. 

~imoy, I Am Spock, pp. 67-69 

Rabbis 1925-1945 

The 1930 Boston City Directory• shows rabbis for each shul, but 

stopped afterwards. By 1930, the impact of the Depression as well as 

local Jewish population decline was evident. Instead of the thirteen 

rabbis listed in 1920, there are only two in 1930. 

• Rabbi Friederman, who was still at Shaari Jerusalem m the 

:North End was in his late 60s (he died in 1936). At this point, 

he no longer was affiliated with any of The Boston 
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• 
Synagogue's predecessor shuls.78 

Morris Levin was the rabbi at Congregation Beth Jacob. He 

lived at 1 Russell Place, near the North Russell Street Shul. 

Contradicting this, however, a biography listing for Levin's 

daughter in The Enryclopedia of Cleveland History suggests that by 

1918 (when she presumably graduated from high school), 

Levin had relocated to Cleveland to run the Community 

Hebrew Schools there. 

BRAVERMAN, LIBBIE LEVIN (20 Dec. 1900 -

10 Dec. 1990) was a teacher, educational consultant, and 

writer. Braverman was born in Boston, Massachusetts, 

to Rabbi Morris A. and Pauline Drucker Levin. She and 

her brothers, Sol and Harry, attended school in various 

locations. When her father became director of 

Community Hebrew Schools in Cleveland, she came to 

this city and graduated from Central High School ... " 

The Encyclopedia of Cleveland History 
http: //ech.case.edu/ cgi/ article.pl?id=BLLl 

At North Russell Street, Rabbi Sharfman's tenure ended in 1923. 

The shul then hired Rabbi Jacob Shohet for 1927-1928. Shohet was 

78 Here is a poignant postscript on Friederman: Rabbi Yosef Goldman, upon 
immigrating to American in the early 50s, decided to become a Jewish bookseller 
(this became the basis for the Goldman Collection of American Jewish Books and 
Manuscripts in Flatbush, Brooklyn). As recounted by Goldman to Dr. Yitzchok 
Levine in H ooked on American Jewish History: ""I always liked old things . . . I ran an ad 
in the paper looking for old furniture. An old woman in Boston responded telling 
me that she did not have any furniture for sale, but that she did have bookcases to 
sell." Upon arriving at her home Yosef found that her bookcases were filled with 
many seforim. She told him that her husband, who had passed away, was the son of 
Rav Zalman Friederman, Z"L. ... The son had inherited these seforim from his 
father. So, I not only bought the bookcases, but I also bought most of the books she 
had." 

Yosef then realized that there was a market for such books. He began to run ads 
in newspapers saying that he was interested in buying old Jewish books. In the late 
1960s there were a number of people, the children of rabbonim who had passed 
away, who had inherited seforim from their fathers. Many of them, sadly enough, 
had no interest in these seforim and were happy to sell them. 
-- posted at http:/ / personal.stevens.edu/- llevine/ Hooked%20on%20 
American%20J ewish%20History_ v4.pdf 
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64 years old,~9 somewhat mature for a new hire. He appears to have 

been selected based on political connections, given that he was 

related to Rabbi David M. Shohet of Dorchester's Temple Beth EL 

Not only were the two related directly, but David also married 

J acob's daughter. 

I l 

Mrs. David M. Shohet \ 
In Boston Hospital I 

! 
~tr;. D~,·!d M. Shohct. wHr. ot ! 

Rabbi S.holwt o! C<>ngrtgnlion I 
A~uctas Actllm. !~ wnvalesd ng trnm i 
two op<>ral!ons performed We-Onrs- l 
dav, :it Brth-lsrael Rosp!!al, 'BM· 
t('ln She wm bl! ln the hooP!till tor l 
about t11.·o '>' (>j!ks more,.. ! 

Mrs. Sbohet wen~ to New Eng:l~nd I 
lhH~ . .,,.et>k~ iigo t.o ".!~ft her p. arcnts. I 
the Re'" and ~fi~. Jj\C(}b Shohet of 
Roxbury. M11:-,S., when she ~·a$ 

1 111'ken 1\1. i 
Yonkers Herald Statesman September 9, 1941 

After Shohet in 1928, there is no record of any rabbis at North 

Russell Street. This is supported by Oscar Epstein, who became 

bar mitznh there in the 1930s. Oscar said that in the 30s, the shul 

was lay-led with hired cantors for the High Holidays (more on 

Oscar later): 

The North Russell Street shul did not employ a salaried 

rabbi. The lay leadership ran the shul very effectively. 

However there was a shamus (sexton), who took care of the 

operations of the shul. There were people in the 

congregation from Eastern Europe who were very learned in 

Talmud, ;'vfishna, reading the Torah, etc. They were very 

well qualified to ensure that the services were carried out in 

accordance with the Orthodox tradition. 

O scar E pstein oral his tory inteffiew, February 2013 

* * * 
There was one additional rabbi in this period, 'hired' under unusual 

circumstances. In December 1938, Anshei Libavitz signed a contract 

79 Source: 1940 C.S. Census 
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to employ a rabbi (Vilem Schreiber) who appears to have been a 

refugee from Europe and probably Czechoslovakia.so Schreiber was 

to receive $1,500 per year for a two-year period; equivalent to 

$25,000 today - with the proviso that he obtain permanent U.S. 

residency: 

WHEREAS the said CONGREGATION ANSHEI 

LIBA VITZ is desirous of engaging the said RABBI VILEM 

SCHREIBER (LEIBER)Bl to occupy its pulpit and to render 

such services as are usually rendered by a Rabbi in an 

orthodox synagogue, and 

WHEREAS, the said RABBI VILEM SCHREIBER 

(LEIBER) is now a temporary resident of said Boston, but is 

endeavoring to become a permanent and legal resident of 

said Boston, and is desirous of accepting said pulpit . .. 

. . . That for and in consideration of the fulfillment of the 

agreements, promises and engagements of the said RABBI 

VILEM SCHREIBER (LEIBER), said CONGREGATION 

ANSHEI LIBA VITZ hereby engages said Rabbi to perform 

the work and professional services of an Orthodox Rabbi 

and hereby agrees to pay a salary of Fifteen Hundred 

($1500.00) Dollars per annum for a period of two (2) years 

from the time of said RABBI VILEM SCHREIBER 

(LEIBER) is legally admitted in this country ... 

One suspects that the document's real purpose was to provide 

Rabbi Schreiber with papers allowing him to escape from the Nazis. 

This is based on: (a) the surprisingly formal nature of the contract; (b) 

the fact that it was done in English and not Yiddish, in an era when 

the Anshei Libavitz records were kept in Yiddish (for an example of 

a more typical Yiddish contract, see the North Russell cantorial 

contract in the next section); and (c) the fact that Rabbi Schreiber's 

English language signature looks more like the calligraphy of a clerk 

BO Vilem is a Czech variant of William. Presumably Rabbi Schreiber was desperately 
trying to escape Czechoslovakia after the Munich agreement was signed on 
September 29, 1938. 

Bl Presumably, the Lieber name in parentheses refers to American relatives who were 
sponsoring Schreiber for permanent residency status. 
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than the handwriting of a European rabbi (there also is no accent 

mark on the 'e' in Vilem). In all likelihood, this document was meant 

to impress some State Department functionary rather being drafted 

for normal commercial purposes. Confirming this, Anshei Libavitz's 

cash ledger shows no payments to Rabbi Schreiber in 1940-1941. 

One hopes that this apparently fraudulent contract allowed 

Schreiber to escape the Holocaust. 

Descriptions of North Russell Street Shul 1925-1945 

With the 1940 merger of Beth Hamedrash and Beth Jacob, North 

Russell became by far the largest shul in downtown Boston. It 

remained this way until urban renewal in 1958. 

During this period, North Russell Street continued to be THE shul 

that hosted concerts by major cantors, large holiday parties and 

extravagant High Holiday services. 

The following photograph shows the Ladies Auxiliary of the 

North Russell Street Shul, putting on a Purim Play in 1931. Unlike 

today's norms, where Hebrew School children perform the Purim 

play for adults, here, adult women were taking the opportunity to 

dress in costumes. 

Ladies Auxiliary ~orth Russell Street Shul Purim Play 1931 
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However the Ladies Auxiliary did much more than Purim parties. 

Oscar Epstein recalls that they ran a series of functions to raise 

money for the shul.82 

I know that the shul had a very devoted Ladies Auxiliary 

which would run functions on Sunday nights to raise money 

for the shul. They had somebody who performed as a one­

man band and he would play klezmer music. Since this 

would go on until late in the evening, I remember that 

neighbors would yell that they were unable to fall asleep 

because of the loud music coming from the open windows 

of the shul's hall. 

Oscar Epstein oral history interview, February 2013 

In addition to local musical talent, the shul's tradition of holding 

concerts with famous cantors (and young prodigies) continued: 

The North Russell Street Shul 

particularly is remembered by some for 

its guest cantors and its Jewish holiday 

parties. One of the many visiting 

cantors was Y ossele Rosenblatt [died 

1933]. 

Michael A Ross, from Boston Walks The Jewish 
Friendship Trail, p41. 

* * 

Yossele Rosenblatt 

Thirteen-year-old Shloimele youngest cantor in Boston, 

sang services last night at the North [Russell] Street 

Synagogue before a congregation of more than 600. He will 

sing at the same synagogue this morning . .. and tomorrow at 
the 8 o'clock services. 

Boston Globe, August 1, 1931 

82 The Ladies Auxiliary used some of the proceeds in 1934 to buy a Torah for the 
shul, which is still used regularly today. 
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Aside from periodic concerts, having high quality cantors and 

choirs continued to be a major focus for the High Holidays. Oscar 

Epstein recalled that: 

Cantors were usually hired from New York. They had to 

come to Boston to perform in front of a committee 

appointed by the congregation. Usually three cantors would 

come and the one with the best voice was eventually hired 

for the High H oly Days . They all had to be able to perform 

with a local choir group. As you would walk by the shul on a 

hot summer evening, you could hear the beautiful, inspiring 

melodies from the cantor and his choir coming through the 

shul's open windows. 

Oscar Epstein oral hiscory imen-iew, February 2013 

Here is a 1933 Yiddish-language contract between North Russell 

and a choir for Selikhot and the High Holidays. Abraham Rubin, 

conductor, alongside Sholom Leker, tenor and lead-singer, led the 

seven-person choir. The shul paid S400 to Rubin and Leker who 

made the financial arrangement with the other singers. This is 

equivalent to S7,064 in 2012 dollars, showing that the shul was 

prepared to spend large sums of money on major events like the 

High Holidays. 
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To pay for this type of extravaganza, the shul sold seats. Here is a 

copy of a High Holiday ticket for North Russell Street for the year 

1931. The $5.00 seat is equivalent to $76 today. So 80 tickets would 

pay for the aforementioned $400 choir. This was easily covered in a 
shul that could sell hundreds of seats. 

In the 1940s, Leonard Nimoy recalls hearing that North Russell 

Street was able to engage a famous cantor named Pinchik from New 

York. He was prominent enough to have a recording contract with 

RCA. To promote Pintchik's High Holiday appearance at North 

Russell, there were posters on the streets 

with his picture. [Clips of Pierre Pintchik's 

singing can be found on Y ouTube.] People 

evidently said on the street, "Pintchik is 

coming! Pintchik is coming!" -- in a Jewish 

version of Paul Revere's "The British are 

coming!" 
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From The Last Tenement, there 1s a photo of one High Holiday 

attendee (circa 1941): 

"Mrs. Anne Victor carrying 

prayer books for High Holy 

Days as she is leaving the 

North Russell Street 

Synagogue, 1941" 

The Last Tenement, p.12 

At the same time, North Russell Street supported the needs of 

ordinary people in the middle of the Depression. A good example is 

Oscar Epstein, who was previously quoted in this chapter. Oscar, at 

age 89, is the oldest active employee of the Government of 

Massachusetts. He works as an engineer for the Department of 

Transportation's Highway Division and was the subject of a 

December 2012 Boston Globe profile. 

As a child, Oscar lived at 18 North Russell in a $30 per month 

four-room rental apartment. His family spoke only Yiddish at home 

and his mother observed kashrut and Shabbat, although his father 

worked on Shabbat. He and his friends took off from school for 

Jewish holidays. 

Yiddish was the only language my parents and grandfather 

spoke at home. However they did understand English. 

When they spoke to us, I would sometimes answer in 

English. When I spoke to my grandfather, I would only use 

Yiddish. My mother was very observant with kashrut and 

kept the Sabbath. She would leave a stove burning all day 

from Friday evening through Saturday until the Sabbath was 

over. However, to support the family, my father did work 

on Saturday but he would never smoke on Saturday 

Both my brother and I would put on tefillin every day 

before we ate breakfast and went to school. But we were 
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really pressed for time because we were always afraid of 

being tardy for school. So we only did this for about two 

years. 

Oscar became bar mitzvah at North Russell Street Shu! in 1936. 

He used a private tutor, since the N o rth Russell Street Shu! did not 

have a Hebrew School. He delivered his bar mitzvah speech in 

Yiddish. 

Of course my bar mitzvah took place on Saturday 

morning. I made the blessings and read the entire Haftorah. 

As far as my bar mitzvah speech, I remember the opening 

line, which would read in Yiddish as follows: 'Liebe elteren 

un geschetzte versammlung' ['Dear Parents and Honored 
Assembly']. I remember that the speech was very short and 

was mostly about promising to live a Jewish life and do all 

that is expected of young Jewish boys. I know that the old 

ladies in the balcony were very impressed and smiled as I 
presented my bar mitzvah speech in the Yiddish language. 

O scar Epstein oral histon- inteITiews, February-March 2013 

Oscar Epstein from Boston 
Globe article, December 29, 
2012 

A 'celebration' at the North Russell Street Shu! at the time of 

Oscar's bar mitzvah, he noted, consisted of not much more than nahit 

(chickpeas), wine and a bit of cake - with, of course, glasses of 

schnapps! 

There were no gala parties for either of us. Just a small 

kiddush in the shul followed by a supper on Sunday night in 

our dining room. 

O scar Epstein o ral his tory inteITiews, February-March 2013 
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Chapter 9 

Developments in the West End 1945-
1965 

Demographics 

The most important factor affecting the North Russell Street Shul 

in this period was the City of Boston's population decline. As seen in 

the following Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) chart, Boston 

reached a peak population of 801,444 in 1950. By 1980, its 

population would drop 30%, to 562,994. Even premier 

neighborhoods like Beacon Hill and Back Bay were declining, with 

Yankee Brahmins leaving for upper class suburbs like Wellesley and 

Beverly Farms. Working class neighborhoods like the West End 
were in worse shape. 

Historic Trends - Boston's Population 

• Boston reached its population peak In 1950. 
• Boston's population. like many major cfdes, declined after 1950. 
• In recent decades, Boston's populadon has grown. 
• The 20 10 Census marks the first time since 1970 that Boston's population has been over 600,000. 

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

With respect to the West End specifically, Gans in Urban Villagers 

states that prior to the urban renewal evictions in 19 58, only 7 ,000 

people were living there. In The Last Tenement, Fisher and Hughes 
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found that the population declined from 12,000 in 19 50 to 7 ,500 by 

1957. 

If Jews still had the 12% population share estimated for 1945 in 

the previous chapter, this means that the Jewish population was 

down to 900 by 1957, from a peak of 40,000 in 1910. 

The following photograph by Jules Aarons shows the kosher West 

End Meat Market circa 1947 to 1953,83 at the tail end of the life of 

the old West End. 

West End Kosher Meat Market. Jules Aaron 

Another view of the decline of the Jewish West End is seen in this 

1956 Charles Angoff description: 

Whenever I am in Bos ton I try to spend some time on 

Leverett Street, if at all possible. I used to roam that street as 

a young boy. It used to hold romance for me. It was filled 

with Yiddish bookstores, E nglish bookstores, stores that 

sold religious articles such as prayer shawls and phylacteries; 

there was Schwartz Hall, where my father's lodge used to 

hold its installation of officers, an event that made me very 

happy, for ice cream and candy and popcorn used to be 

served to the young folk; and there was a second-hand 

83 "l began photographing in the \'\ 'est End, a ,-iral neighborhood with kids and 
adults playing and living in the streets. At the time I photographed there, (1947-
1953), the West End was an integrated area where people seemed to get along." J ules 
Aarons, Into the Streets 1947-1976 
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furniture store... Leverett Street is no more what it used to 

be. There are now only two or three bookshops, and they 

do so little business that they also have to sell "notions," 

which is the polite phrase for toys and candy and such patent 
medicines as aspirin and various brands of mouthwash. 

Schwartz Hall is still there, but it is now dilapidated, and the 

B'nai B'rith lodge doesn't meet there any more. I am told 

the Ancient Order of Hibernians now uses it for its 

headquarters. 

Angoff, Something About My Father, p. 11 7 

Synagogue Count 1945-1965 

In this environment, the only solution for the remaining four shuls 

was merger. 

• 

• 

In 1960, Anshei Libavitz effectively merged into Beth 

Hamedrash Hagadol/Beth Jacob (with North Russell 'renting' 

the building and using the main chapel; more on this below). 

In 1958, Tifereth Israel (the Chambers Street shul) merged 

into the Vilna Shul. 

West End Shuls 1945-1965 

5 

4 

\ 
\ 

1945 1947 1949 1951 1953 1955 1957 1959 1961 1963 1965 

Clingan Spreadsheet and Boston Synagogue analysis 
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Anshei Libavitz 

The following review of Anshei Libavitz in this era highlights the 

difficulties that even the surviving shuls had during this era. 

Anshei Libavitz (the Joy Street Shul) always was much smaller than 

Beth Jacob or North Russell Street. As a result, it had to find low­

cost talent for its High Holiday services. One colorful cantor used in 

the 1940s and 1950s was a local street person with substantial 

Yiddishkeit and a terrific voice - Al Tabashnick. 

Nimoy remembers Tabashnick as an erratic gentleman who was 

troubled mentally and was always drinking alcohol. However he had 

a "glorious voice," was very observant and would frequently be 

singing in the street in Hebrew. A sympathetic man who owned a big 

liquor store near North Station would give him around SS a week to 

pay for rent and living expenses. Then for the High Holidays, the 

Joy Street shul, which was a "very small congregation" that could not 

be as picky as other shuls, would hire Al as its cantor. Al would then 

go to the liquor store owner and use the money to pay off his debts. 

This went on for some years. 

A similar Tabashnick recollection comes from Sammarco in his 

book Boston's West End: "Al Tabashnick was a well-known character 

who seemed to fit right into the West End. Though an obvious 

street person, he often was asked to cantor at religious holidays in the 

neighborhood temples, appearing in 

flowing robes and singing in a deep 

voice. The next day, he would be 

walking the streets and picking trash." 
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In the end, saving money on High Holiday cantors was not 

sufficient to sustain Anshei Libavitz - something that is seen by 

observing the shul's minute books for 1955-1964.84 In late 1955, the 

shul had $5,200 of liquid assets (cash plus savings; equivalent to 

$40,000 today) . By 19 56, it appeared to be in liquidation mode, 

giving away Torahs to Israel, a new shul in Miami and a synagogue on 

N antasket; as well as 25 prayer books to the Lebavitz Yeshiva. 

A motion was made by Brother M. Hootnick to give one 

Torah to Mr. Jacobs for the different services which he has 

rendered the congregation who in turn intends to donate it 

to Israel. Seconded by Brother M. Barr and unanimously 

approved. 
Libavitz minutes June 3, 1956 

* * * 
A communication was received from the Nantasket 

synagogue headed by Brother P. Golov, requested a Torah 

for their local community center. This was generally 

discussed and a motion was made by Brother M. Barr to 

charge $50.00 for the Torah. An amendment was then 

offered suggesting $200.00 and still another amendment to 

give two Torahs for $200.00. This was unanimously passed. 
Libavitz minutes December 2, 1957 

Much of the discussion on operations in 1956-57 instead focused 

on a costly renovation of the shul's cemetery: 

The cemetery committee discussed the rebuilding of the 

cemetery; such as the removal of the beds, and falling in of 

graves, which have been neglected over the years. This 

matter was generally discussed and will be acted on in the 

near future. 
Libavitz minutes August 4, 1957 

* * * 
The cemetery committee reported that a contract had been 

made ... to regrade and eliminate all beds from the cemetery, 

84 The minute books are now held by the American Jewish Historical Society in 
Boston. 
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at a cost of S2,000. A motion to accept this contract was 

made... As the commitment had already been signed the 

schull is therefore obligated to go along and fulfill the terms 

of the contract, the body approved this motion. 
LibaYitz minutes ~oYember 3, 1957 

* * * 
The rebuilding of the cemetery was discussed and Brother 

Ricen questioned the cost of the rebuilding. 
Liba,·itz minutes December 1, 1957 

The cost of the cemetery project and the need for ceiling repairs 

helped to wipe out the shul's meager cash reserves. On January 5, 

1958, the cash plus savings balance was S6,327.69. On January 13, 

1959, someone added a comment (in pencil) that after $3,500 was 

paid out for a "permit" (apparently related to cemetery renovation 

costs), the balance would only be $1,961.56 ($1,361.56 excluding a 

non-liquid Israel bond). Matters got worse in 1958, when the shul 

needed to pay for a repair of the upstairs shul costing $2,235.00. 

A communication was received from the Washington 

Construction Co. relative to repainting and redecorating the 

upstairs schull. In view of the fact that some members were 

in doubt as to the contract and in order to get a few more 

bids for the work a special meeting was called for on Aug 10, 

1958. 
Liba,·itz minutes August 5, 1958 

* * * 
. . . there were 2 contractors for the job and after the 

committee discussed the job with each of them a motion was 

made by Brother Barr to accept a contract with the 

Washington Construction Co. for $2235.00... Terms of 

payment are to be S700 to be paid after plastering and rear 

wall are finished S700 more to be paid when the job is 

concluded and final payment is to be made 60 days on 

completion of the entire job. The vote was unanimous to do 

the job complete. 
LibaYitz minutes August 10, 1958 
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As a result of impending cash insolvency, the shul began to look 

into sale and merger options. On June 1, 19 58, "a Mr. Cassidy 

addressed the members regarding the sale of our synagogue and will 

mail us an offer by mail in the near future." In November 1958, 

after the BRA moved to seize the North Russell Street by eminent 

domain, there was hope that Anshei Libavitz would gain new 

members. However, time was running out. On "November 30, 1958, 

the shul's cash balance was down to $1,038.13. 

As a result, the shul considered different options. On February 1, 

1959, "a communication was received from Hunneman & Co relative 

to the purchase of our schull." No decision was made. 

On March 1, 1959 (with a cash balance of $340.86), a board 

member proposed a merger with the Vilna Shu!. A committee of 

three members was authorized to negotiate by the next monthly 

meeting. In that meeting, held on April 5, 1959, "the Vilna schull 

committee reported that they had met with Mr. Kaufman [of Vilna] 

and could not come to any agreement and suggested that we drop the 

matter." Despite this, talks continued until on August 2, 1959, when 

the board secretary reported that "Mr. Kaufman of the Vilna schull 

wants $100.00 monthly." This ended the talks permanently. 

As a result of its cash position, Anshei Libavitz fired its Torah 

layner (reader) and custodian. 

By June 7, 1959, "a committee from the Lebavitz Yeshiva came 

with a request for our congregation to turn over to them our schull in 

the event that we should desire to sell it." 

At this point, a group from the North Russell Street Shu! 

approached Anshei Libavitz about working together. This is 

discussed in Chapter 10. 

North Russell Street Shul 

From an oral history interview conducted with David Wizansky, it 

appears that in the 1945-1959 time frame, North Russell Street Shul 

also had declined substantially and did not have sufficient funds for a 
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cantor or rabbi. The Wizanskys8S saw the neighborhood degrading 

and moved out in 1956. 

David Wizansky, a Brookline-based social worker, was 

born in Dorchester in 1938, the son of Max and Sarah 
(Artenstein) Wizansky, and became bar mitzvah at the North 

Russell Street Shul in 19 51, eleven years after his family 

moved to a modern building in the \'(lest End, at 3 Blossom 

Court, and whose living room window abutted the 

Cambridge Street side of the shul. His father operated a 

kosher butcher shop with his grandfather. In a ~ovember 

201 2 oral history interview, he recalled his Hafetz Chaim 

Hebrew school (at the Chambers Street Shu!) as well as the 

"eclectic" West E nd neighborhood with its different ethnic 

communities. His recollection of the North Russell Street 

Shu! [in marked contrast with the Angoff description of an 

earlier age] was of a "very democratic" institution, with much 

membership "participation" from the floor and no formal 

cantor or hazzan. The Wizanskys, like other Jewish families 

at the time, became aware of significant social change in the 

West End and moved away from the neighborhood in 1956. 

\Xlizansky interview, :--Jo,·ember 29, 2012 

Oscar Epstein has provided the following photos of the North 

Russell Street Shul that were taken around 1952,86 long after he 

moved out of the neighborhood. From these, one makes the 

following observations: 

• The ""No Trespassing" sign in the upper right hand photo (put 

on top of a corroded older sign) suggests a neighborhood in 

85 In Wieder's book The Early Je1vish Community of Boston's l\'orth End, 1962, there is the 
following vignette of the extended Wizansky family: "I starred telling you about 
H enry \Xlyzansky. He was one of eight or nine brothers. One of his brothers had a 
butcher store in the South End when Henry came. In 1869 or 1870 he bought (or 
perhaps hired first) a house on 5 Stillman Street and opened downstairs a butcher 
store of his own. .\Iany of the newcomers came to his house when they arrived. 
Many immigrants lived with him for a considerable period of time. They paid him 
three dollars a week for room and board. ;\fast of them were not relatives." 

86 The car in one of the photos is a 19 52 Che,.,,· Belair. 
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• 
decline. Oscar says that the gate was typically kept locked. 

The roof in the lower right photo appears warped and in need 

of replacement. In 1952, a building constructed in 1923 would 

be 29 years old.87 The fence for the parking lot, which opened 

out onto Cambridge Street, has barbed wire on an angled 

support at the top. This is something that one expects to see 

in dangerous neighborhoods, not across the street from 

Beacon Hill. 

Photos of North Russell Street Shul, 1952. Source: Oscar Epstein. 

87 Despite the photographic evidence, the McSweeeney 1959 study states that "both 
buildings were in good physical condition. There were no evidences of any 
structural deterioration to be found in a careful examination. The maintenance had 
been good; the plaster and painting had been kept up in good condition; the altar, 
the bim[a], and the decoration in the main temple auditorium were like new." 
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Finally, as a memento of this era, here is a hand-drawn Lifetime 

Certificate of Membership in the Ladies Auxiliary given to Bessie 

Rosenberg in 1951. On the Mortgage Redemption Plague, Bessie 

was listed as Chairman of the Ladies Auxiliary, President of the 

Purim Club and mortgage redemption donor.88 The Boston 

Synagogue honors Bessie as one of many people who devoted 

considerable time and energy to maintaining the shul (and note with 

fondness the misspelling of Auxiliery). 

Bessie Rosenberg Life ..\1embership Card, 1951 

88 Babette (Bessie) Rosenberg was born in Boston in 1884. She was married in 1905 

at age 21 and had three children. She died at age 95 in Mamaroneck, NY. One of 
North Russell Street's Torahs was donated to the shul b1· the Rosenberg family. 
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Chapter 10 

Urban Renewal and Survival 

The Decision to Tear Down the West End 

As seen in the Chapter 9 Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) 

population chart, Boston city population continued to decline until 

bottoming out in 1980. 

In response, the Boston Planning Board (predecessor to the BRA) 

decided in 1950 to demolish the entire West End (which it called "An 

Obsolete Neighborhood"), replacing it with what would become 

Charles River Park. The project was managed by the Boston 

Housing Authority (BHA) until the BRA's formation in 1957. 

In the plan, the two shuls in the redevelopment zone, North 

Russell Street and Chambers Street, were slated for demolition. 

However, this was not a foregone conclusion. For one thing, there 

was an eight-year period from initial plan until execution, which 

provided time for challenges. Secondly, geography favored North 

Russell. As seen in the 1950 Boston Planning Board map, the North 

Russell Street Shul was located at the edge of the development zone 

(shaded dark grey in the map), unlike St. Joseph's Roman Catholic 

Church, which was more centrally located. Chambers Street was in 

the center, so also was at greater risk. 

S-!.J~ph!J 

f'.hun::h 

Nortb lU:,,r.cll 
Sa~c?:Shu! 

General Plan for Boston, 1950, map titled "An Obsolete Neighborhood," 
Boston Planning Board and Boston Synagogue analysis 
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On April 25, 1958, West End residents received notices from the 

city of Boston that it would take over the neighborhood, including 

houses of worship -- except for St. Joseph's, which was exempted, 

despite its location in the center of the zone. Among the residents 

were Max and Dora Nimoy, who still lived on Chambers Street and 

whose barbershop was on Leverett Street. Demolition occurred by 

1960, in what is now generally considered a major error. From a 

Pulitzer Prize-winning Boston Globe column written 35 years later, in 

1995: 

It was in the summer of 1960, 35 years ago, that the 

bulldozers of the city of Boston wiped out a living 

community on this site as brutally as if it had been bombed. 

That was the old West End. The narrow crowded streets 

simply disappeared. So did the residents. In their place 

arrived classier tenants, housed in the antiseptic high-rise 

apartments of a new development called Charles River Park. 

Slum clearance, they called this process. Urban renewal. 

Today the very words sound like groans from the Dark 
Ages. 

Charles Campbell, "Charles RiYer Park at 35" in BoI/011 Globe Ma,· 26, 1995; 1996 
Pulitzer Prize Essay for Criticism 

N. Russell 
Street 

Approximate 
N. Russell 
Shul Site 

"Parking lot on what was .. . :'\Jorth Russell and Chambers Streets, 
1961," The Last Tenement and Boston Synagogue analysis 
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Given that in the end, St. Joseph's survived and North Russell 

Street did not, an obvious question is how and why this occurred. 

Catholic Versus Jewish Response 

The answer appears to be the result of the very different stances 

that Catholic and Greater Boston Jewish communal leaders took 

regarding the West End. 

The Catholic Church agreed with the BRA on the need for urban 

redevelopment as a means for revitalizing Boston. Its main concern, 

therefore, was to ensure that Catholic institutions remained in the 

zone post-redevelopment. Cardinal Cushing did this by arranging for 

his right-hand man, Monsignor Joseph Lally, to become an inaugural 

member of the BRA in 1957 and Chairman three years later. By 

doing this, Cushing was able to influence BRA decision-making from 

the inside. As described in Catholics in the American Century: Recasting 

Narratives of U.S. History (R. Scott Appleby, editor): 

[A] major commitment that [Cardinal] Cushing's Boston 

Catholic Church made that was crucial to launching the city's 

urban renewal was delegating his close adviser Monsignor 

Francis J. Lally to serve first as one of the original members 

and then, in 1960, as chairman of the Boston 

Redevelopment Authority (BRA), a new administrative entity 

created in 1957 as an independent public authority to deal 

exclusively with redevelopment, particularly federal urban­

renewal funding. Lally had been Cushing's right-hand man 

in matters of civil rights and interfaith relations, and it was a 

progressive act to name him editor of the archdiocesan 

weekly newspaper, the Pilot, in 19 52 and to promote him for 

the BRA post in 1957. When [urban planner Ed] Logue 

arrived in Boston from New Haven in the spring of 1960 at 

the invitation of recently elected Mayor Collins with big 

plans to revitalize the city, Lally's enthusiastic support made 

his appointment and his proposals possible. Without it, 

Logue would never have been approved by a divided BRA 

Board because the old-guard Irish pols were dead set against 
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Logue, an outsider, coming in to remake their city. Lally's -

and through him the cardinal's endorsement, 

communicated through leadership on the BRA, editorials in 

the Pilot, archdiocesan instructions to parish priests, and 

many other kinds of support, remained critical throughout 

Logue's tenure in Boston. 

Catholics in the American Century: Recasting .\ .arratives of L'.S. HistO')' (R. Scott 
Appleby, editor), p. 56 

Leveraging its inside player posmon, the Catholic Church, in 

addition to preserving St.Joseph's, obtained a S1 .2 million BRA grant 

to develop the adjacent land parcel as the Regina Cleri home for 

retired priests.89 The street in front of St. Francis was named 
Cardinal O'Connell Way. 
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S1 .2 Million BRA "Home for Elderly Priests" allocation September 3, 1964 

89 Source: 1964 Boston RedeYelopmem Authoriry document at: Boston Public 
Library. D ownloadable at: 
http: / /ia600602.us.archiYe.org/ 30/ irems/ wesrend9364bosr/ wesrend9364bost.pdf 
Accessed: March 2013 
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Regina Cleri Home in Charles River Park 

In contrast to the Catholics' activist stance, there is no published 

record of Combined Jewish Philanthropies' predecessors, Associated 

Jewish Philanthropies (AJP) and Combined Jewish Appeal (CJA), 

seeking to help the local shuls. 90 This conclusion is based on a 

review of available secondary sources as well as two primary source 

autobiographies.91 [Since AJP was the major operational group and 

CJA was more of a fundraising entity, AJP will be used henceforth in 

this chapter to refer to the Greater Boston Jewish community.] 

As a result, the North Russell and Chambers Street Shuls were left 

with minimal political support. 

Underlying Drivers: Jewish Communal Response 

At issue is why AJP did not try to do more on behalf of the 

downtown shuls. One reason was a substantial difference in power. 

Catholics had much more influence than Jews in Boston generally, 

and the West End of the 1950s was majority Italian Catholic. 

However this alone does not explain the absence of Jewish 

communal efforts, particularly given the fact that one Jewish leader -

90 Combined Jewish Philanthropies was formed by the merger of AJP and CJA in 
1960. 

91 Referenced secondary sources include Gerald Gamm's book Urban E xodus: W01 
the Jews Left Boston and the Catholics Stayed; Gamm's article, "In Search of Suburbs: 
Boston's Jewish Districts, 1943-1994," in Jews of Boston; as well as an Internet search . 
The two autobiographies are Lewis H. Weinstein's Masa: Ot[yssry of an American Jew 
and My Life At the Bar. 
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Lewis Weinstein - also had substantial 'insider' power. 

In the 1950s, Lewis H. Weinstein was one of the most important 

Jewish communal leaders in Greater Boston. He was president of 

the Combined Jewish Appeal in 1954 to 1957 and Campaign Chair 

for Associated Jewish Philanthropies in 1957. In addition, he was 

president of Hebrew College in the 1950s. 

Professionally, \Veinstein was an attorney and senior partner at 

Foley Hoag and Elliot. His area of expertise was housing, and his 

clients primarily were government housing agencies. 92 By the mid-

1950s he was a leading exponent of using eminent domain for the 

purpose of urban renewal.93 As an indication of his stature, 

Presidents Kennedy and Johnson appointed him to the Committee 
on Equal Opportunity in Housing. 

In addition to his general expertise in eminent domain law, 

Weinstein had important professional relationships with the specific 

Boston government entities that were managing the West End 

redevelopment process. \Vith respect to the Boston Housing 
Authority, which managed the West End urban redevelopment 

project until 1957, Weinstein served as BHA's General Counsel in 

the 1930s until he joined the U.S. Army in World War II. In the 

1950s, Weinstein continued to represent the BHA as outside 
counsel.94 

Weinstein also had close ties with the BRA, which was created in 

1957 and absorbed the functions of the Boston Housing Authority. 

In 1958 he (successfully) recommended that incoming Boston Mayor 

Collins hire Ed Logue, ~ew Haven's urban planner, as BRA director. 

Logue reciprocated by hiring Weinstein as outside Special Counsel in 

92 This is highlighted in his autobiography 1'\1y Life At The Bar (1993). 

93 My Life At the Bar, p. 135. 

94 For example, \X.'einstein represented the BHA in 1955-1956 in an eminent domain 
case (.'vfcauliffe & Burke Company vs. Boston Housing Authority & Another, 334 
Mass. 28, Dec. 27, 1955 - April 2, 1956, Suffolk County) . In 1958, he defended John 
Carroll, Chairman of the Boston Housing Authority, in a case brought against him 
by Old Colony Construction Company (ll{J• Life At The Bar, p. 168). 

\X'ith respect to BRA legal representation on \':(/est End maners, it appears that 
most of this work was done in-house. In the North Russell Street Shu! lawsuit 
against the BRA, John C. Conley, in-house Counsel, represented the agency. Conley 
handled another \X'est End damages case, Francis ]. Ramacorti ,-s. Boston 
Redevelopment Authorit\', 341 ;\fass. 377. 

136 



1959. Weinstein then represented the BRA in eminent domain 

matters related to the creation of the Prudential and Government 

Centers.95 

So Weinstein (and AJP) was in an excellent position to help North 

Russell and Chambers Street be exempted from takeover; or failing 

this, receive sufficient land and money to replace their facilities. This 

apparently was never attempted. Since Weinstein did not discuss the 

West End in his autobiographies, the explicit reason for inaction is 

unknown. 96 

Reading between the lines, however, it appears that a central driver 

behind this inactivity was the perception that the downtown Boston 

Jewish community was a lost cause that did not warrant expending 

political capital. Weinstein's belief that Jews needed to leave 

declining neighborhoods is seen in his role as President of Hebrew 

College, where he was responsible in 19 51 for moving the College 

from Roxbury to Brookline on similar grounds. At that time, AJP 

staff challenged Weinstein and failed; by the time of the West End 

eminent domain taking in 1958, the staffers presumably fell into line: 

The location of [Hebrew] College was beginning to 

undergo population changes, with Jews moving out of 

Roxbury and Dorchester to Brighton, Brookline, Newton 

and other areas in the Boston suburbs, and with blacks 

moving m. The college had little in the way of general 

community acceptance .... 

Property of the Gordon College of Theology and 

Missions in Brookline became available to us ... We had an 

uphill battle getting the approval of the Boston Federation, 

the Associated Jewish Philanthropies (AJP), for the move 

from Roxbury. The staffs of the AJP and the Bureau of 

95 My Lift At the Bar, pp. 139-145. 

96 Disclaimer: More research is needed to determine Weinstein's role vis-a-vis CJP's 
stance. To date, the Committee has uncovered no information that Weinstein 
participated in or affected any Jewish communal deliberations in the 19 50s regarding 
North Russell Street Shu! - or even that there were deliberations. A complete 
investigation would require review of the extensive archival materials for the key 
parties. The Archival/Historical Committee considered this to be beyond the scope 
of its mandate. 
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Jewish Education were unanimously opposed, because they 

claimed our move would pronounce doom on the Roxbury 

Jewish community and accelerate its demise. I countered 

with charts based on my studies for the National Jewish 

Community Relations Advisory Council (NJCRAC) which 

were published in a booklet titled Changing Neighborhoods. 

These studies showed in detail how a neighborhood, in five 

years, could change from predominantly white to 

considerably black and that the inevitable future was a 

completely or very heavily black area. My charts showed the 
specific area (including the Roxbury site of the Hebrew 

College) as it then existed, what its condition had been five 

years earlier and how it would look five years later, applying 

development standards I had helped establish at various 

other local areas through our national study. We agreed to 

maintain our Roxbury building with a reduced staff, so long 

as there was need for its use by residents of Roxbury and 

Dorchester. The AJP board voted approval of the new site. 

We closed our Roxbury school in a year ... 

,\!/.asa: Oqpsf!J' of an American Jew, pp. 204-205 

This 'divestment-from-decaying-neighborhoods' thinking was 

supported by the Jewish community's demographic research. In 

196 7, CJP published A Community Survey For Long &tnge Planning: A 

Stuc!J of the Jewish Population of Greater Boston.97 The results suggested 

that 'mid-Boston'98 had a small and declining Jewish population of 

16,500, 7.9 percent of total Greater Boston. The group was aging, 

had a low level of synagogue affiliation and there were no Jewish 

children - therefore it presumably was not worth saving: 

The 17,000 Jews living in Central Boston tend to live in 

the smallest households; almost one-third live in one-person 

households. There are virtually no Jewish children living in 

97 In 1960, AJP and CJA merged ro form CJP. While CJP's 1967 studv \ms 
published after the demolition of the \'{ 'est End, the findings arguably reflect views 
of downrown consistent \\·ith communal views held in the 1950s. 

98 Defined as Roxbury, H1·de Park, Roslindale, Back Bay, Downtown and Jamaica 
Plain. 
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this area. Most (79 percent) are renters ... Almost one-third 

of the adults are over 65 - the higher rate in the 

metropolitan area .... a third of the adults are immigrants, 

one-fourth of the heads are blue collar workers, and the area 

has the second highest incidence of people who have not 

finished high school ( 4 7 percent) .... 

Perhaps the most marked characteristic of this group is 

their low level of participation. Synagogue membership is 

below average, as is synagogue attendance, despite the 

number of immigrants and Orthodox in the population here. 

With the exception of Cambridge-Lexington the rate of 

membership in Jewish organization is lower than anywhere 

else in Greater Boston ... 

C]P 1967 Su17Jey, pp. 181-182 

As a result, leaders like Weinstein were strong advocates of urban 

renewal, and included the West End in the list of needed 

redevelopments: 

Twenty-six hundred years have elapsed since the prophet 

Zaphaniah decried the filth and decay of the city. 99 Today 

the goals of our Commonwealth as well as of the Nation 

include the eradication of slums which attack "the moral and 

physical fibre" of the nation's mankind and womankind, the 

development of "bright and orderly" homes and 

neighborhoods, efficient, attractive and productive. The 

Governor and state officials, as well as the President and 

leading diplomats, emphasize the long-range economic, 

social and political aims in urban renewal and its influence 

upon our reputation at home and abroad. Our courts have 

not interfered with these goals. 

99 Weinstein presumably is referring to the following passage: "Is this the gay ciry 
that dwelt secure, that thought in her heart, 'I am, and there is none but me'? Alas, 
she is become a waste, a lair of wild beasts! Everyone who passes by her hisses and 
gestures with his hand. A sullied, polluted, overbearing ciry!" (Zaphaniah 2:15-3:1; 
JPS Tanakh). A more complete reading of the Book of Zaphaniah suggests that this 
degradation was due not to the physical state of the ciry but the moral state of its 
inhabitants. Zaphaniah therefore was calling for moral renewal, not urban renewal. 
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* * * 

There are now some 60 urban renewal projects at various 

stages of development in 27 municipalities throughout the 

Commonwealth. Examples of redevelopment under 

Chapter 121 are the high-rise apartment project, Charles 

River Park, in Boston's West End ... 

Louis H. Weinstein, "Urban Renewal in Massachusetts," in 1\1assachusetts Law 
Quarterly, March, 1962, vol. 47:1, pp. 9-10, 22 

One final contributor to AJP's passivity may have been a belief 

that involvement in local synagogue issues was outside its mandate. 

As noted in Gamm's Urban E x odus regarding later demographic 

issues in Roxbury, 

Jewish . . . institutions were largely on their own through 

the middle 1960s. Not until 1967 did leaders of ... Boston's 

Jewish community begin to take coordinated and conscious 

action to assist residents and institutions in upper Roxbury 

and Dorchester. To be sure, the Associated Jewish 

Philanthropies .. . had provided subsidies to Hebrew schools 

. . . but these actions were . . . entirely unrelated to the 

emerging crisis in Dorchester and Roxbury 

Urban E xodus, pp. 258-9. 

Synagogue Council: If AJP assumed a hands-off stance on local 

synagogue issues, what position did the Synagogue Council of 

Massachusetts's (SCM) take? 

The answer appears to be that there was limited tangible 

involvement. The only available document is a February 1955 letter 

from SCM to the BHA using its previous organizational name, 

Associated Synagogues of Greater Boston (ASGB). In this letter, 

ASGB expressed interest in obtaining an option on a new shul site.100 

The letter is not explicitly linked to any North Russell or Chambers 

Street efforts, says nothing about requesting fair compensation for 

North Russell or Chambers and implicitly accepts the impending 

JOO Boston Housing Authority, "Supporting Documentation To The Redevelopment 
Plan: West End Land Assembly And Redevelopment Plan," u. R. :VIass. 2-3 (1955) 
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eminent domain as a fait accompli. 

Mr. Hnbc.i't L. Bot~• Oe:rtign PllUUl.c.t 
a~11toe Hcusiit.J Au'Ulcrlty 
2j0 COUgTAU St:l'4e\ 
80$lOa 10, lda.Hacbuutu. 

Februa1y6 , 19~5 

In acc:ord.&.Qce with Cl\l.1' Tecen I telephone cciuvei'lat:i.QA, I ltm pleae1d. to ill.· 
low1t1 yaii that th• Auoclated Syn.a1ogau oi Greater Sos.tan h.a.1 a1vm con­
&ider~Uc.a bQ yct,it' httn of Deccmb.r 2, 19.S~ 

lt i• ow- Jad1m•nl tb.e.t we will be ~tercutad lri l&Jd.nS ,e.r.i option oro & •ynagogue 
buildias. elt$, anil eball be pt.and to heal' fro~ yO'\I wbe:ri you.r plan. ba•• t•e .. 
celva4 !lMJ &ppt'OY&1, 

I.n acc:or•t'.'cc • •llh your rMl_u.ut, I Alh rel.urni»s: to you t}Ht Wegt End Urban 
Red•vetOpm•at SN.dy Uld La"U<t u ... Plat:.. 

bt:yac 
f:nclo1ure1 

Sinee:rely yGW"•, 

•I »•mud Tltl&'b'oml 
Bel"na:d Tit.tebau.m 
£mu~ut!ve Dtr•cto~· 

Associated Synagogues Letter To BHA, February 1955 

It is unclear if ASGB followed up the February 1955 letter with 

further actions. Alan Teperow's 2007 Synagogue Council history, One 

Community, Matry Branches, says nothing on the subject of the West 

End; and Teperow has told the Committee that he is unaware of 

ASGB involvement. 

On the other hand, Maurice Saval, who would lead the fight on 

behalf of North Russell Street (see Chapter 11), was a ma1or 

contributor to ASGB (donating the Saval Chapel at its Tremont 

Street headquarters) and he served as president in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. So ASGB presumably would have coordinated with 

Saval and North Russell Street. 

collaboration is unclear. 
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Three Congregations, Two Shuls 

The result of BRA determination and the Jewish community's 

limited involvement was that by 1960, there were only two synagogue 

buildings left in the West End -- Anshei Libavitz and Anshei Vilna101 

-- both on the flat of Beacon Hill and therefore outside the BRA 

redevelopment area. 

This set up a real-life version of musical chairs, with three marginal 

congregations (Vilna, Libavitz and :North Russell) and two buildings 

in disrepair. 

One potential combination - between Vilna and Libavitz - had 

already been discussed by the parties and rejected, in part because 

Vilna required that Libavitz contribute cash that it did not haYe. As a 

result, the real issue was which shul North Russell would partner 

with. 

North Russell chose to work with Anshei Libavitz. Discussions 

began when, as recorded in the Libavitz board minutes for July 5, 

1959, "Mr. Seltzer and a committee of four from the North Russell 

St. Schull petitioned us to consider renting our facilities to them as a 

separate unit. President Brother Sandler and J. Entin will try to work 

out a satisfactory arrangement and present it at the next meeting." 

The continuing negotiations were mentioned in Libavitz board 

minutes for August 2 and December 6, 1959, with Libavitz President 

Sandler saying that he "is still trying to bring about a merger." 

Finally on March 10, 1960, North Russell President Israel Alpert 

wrote a proposal letter to Anshei Libavitz, in which he laid out the 

idea of a 'space rental' (as opposed to a complete merger): 

Gentlemen: 

We appreciate your Congregation inviting us to hold our 

services in your Synagogue in Smith Court. 

We feel you would prefer that we outline the conditions. 

lOl According to the Clingan spreadsheet, Tiffereth Israel, which had its Chambers 
Street building taken in 1958 as part of the \Vest End urban renewal effort, merged 
into Vilna. Howe,·er, by 1960 it appears to ha,·e disappeared as a factor in 
negotiations, since it is never mentioned in Anshei Libavitz records during its 
negotiations with Vilna or :'\orth Russell; or by Special :\faster Alan Dimond in his 
1987 Vilna receivership report. 
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Our Ark which is presently on our first floor containing 

four Torahs with silver will be taken to your Synagogue, 

together with prayer books, Tefillin, Tallith, benches and 

such other personal property and such other personal 
property as may be useful in conducting services. 

Ownership of the above will remain at all times in our 

Congregation and used as we direct. An inventory list will be 

made out. 

We understand there will be no charge. But we shall be 

pleased to donate one hundred dollars a year. 

We also understand we shall be permitted to place a sign 

with the name of our Congregation on the outside of your 

Synagogue. 

Any and all of the above Torahs, prayer books, Tefillin, 

Tallith, benches and other personal property will be 

promptly returned to us when requested by a vote of our 

Congregation. 

We wish to thank you again and would appreciate you 

advising us as to acceptance of all of the above terms. 

Obviously, Alpert's offer varied substantially from Libavitz's hope 

for a full merger. It appears that the board of North Russell Street 

hoped that it ultimately would be in a position to build its own new 

shul. It therefore crafted a 'rental' plan that avoided long-term 

entanglements with Anshei Libavitz. Presumably the North Russell 

board also was aware of Libavitz's financial problems and felt that it 

could cut a 'tough' deal. 

This raises the question as to why Libavitz accepted the deal, since 

North Russell's $100 donation offer was woefully insufficient to 

cover repair bills and operating costs. However Libavitz could still 

hope that North Russell Street would make 'voluntary contributions' 

for repairs and expenses -- since once North Russell moved in, it 

would be in its interest to have a well-maintained building. While this 

was not spelled out in Alpert's letter, both sides apparently 

understood the need for additional contributions; and North Russell 
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ultimately did pay for some expenses. 102 In addition, the Vilna option 

was worse, involving cash outlays. So Libavitz approved the deal on 
March 13, 1960. 103 

With respect to how this arrangement worked, it appears that 

North Russell rented the upstairs chapel, while Libavitz used the 

downstairs floor.1 04 

News of the agreement was announced in a :March 24, 1960 Boston 

Globe article, with the shul keeping the name "North Russell Street," 

even though it was physically moving to Joy Street. This dichotomy 

also is seen in the shul's 1962 High Holiday tickets, which used the 

North Russell Street Synagogue name with an 8 Smith Court address. 

North Russell Street 1962 

High Holiday Ticket (Using 
S Smith Court Address) 

1 ·~8;;~AMIDroTh'"~io~:teuu'fcJi .. I 
- B~~;~~~;~;' ";:,,~::~·;:;';;:;~~.~: _ I 

a O"::i ::c ·,· pn a ~ 
Stpt~mbtr 29 ;,p~ :w .~;~·;i !:'!(~. I 
MondaJ, Odohtr Slh '""· !: : ::: ~ ' ~ 

Men's Ticket r·~l\'e. I 
Se<:tion .L;_ 5.,., No ... ..!,,t'i:J. RIGHT ! 
--~--~~~~ 

102 North Russell became more willing to pay for expenses after it received a 
$311,000 award from the City of Boston in Massachusetts Superior Court on 
November 21, 1960 - giYing it 100 times Libavitz's cash reserves. On March 5, 
1961, President Sandler of Libavitz told his board "that the No. Russell St. schull 
group expect to get their money in the near future and would like to make some 
improvements in our building." As another example from the LibaYitz board 
minutes for October 1, 1961, "Discussion on fixing of the toilets and general area, 
said to cost in the vicinity of $1000.00 and the :\ionh Russell St. group suggested that 
we have the work done, after which they can give us a donation to cover this work." 

103 A final agreement was signed on December 4, 1961 between Louis Sander, 
President of Congregation Anshei Libavitz and Hyman Slate, President of 
Congregation Beth Amedrish Agudal Beth Jacob. 

104 The Libavitz minutes refers to heated discussions about a $2,575 bid to 
"redecorate and rebuild the downstairs chapel" CTanuarT 5, 1964) - presumably for 
its own use. On June 7, 1964 "a general discussion relati,·e to the repairs in the 
lower chapel. .. erupted into a general name-calling and concluded with no final 
action." 
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THURSDAY. M~RCl'f M, 'l.~O 

No. Russell St. Shu/ j 

I 
Notes Interim Move I 

The Nortb R usscll Strrct . 
Syna101ue of Boston, which : 
held servkH since lt.s inc<>ption I 

in 1895 and which wns taken ! 
by the Boston Redevt'lopm1'nt ( 
Authority, hu mov<>d its quar· 
tera to Joy Stn·et Syna1:oguc, . 

I 
also of Boston. , 

The Board of Directors of the J 
North Russell Street Synagogue 
through Harris Allm~n. Hyman l 

I Slile and Harry Goldfarb is· 

I
. sued the following stat••ment: 

"The holdine of services and• 
!ht unlnter~upled reading v! 1' 

! the Torah are the firmest pillars 
ot the Jewhh religion. Det.pite I 
the takinf ot our physical fa-! 
cilitles by redevelopment au- : 
thorities, our s p i r it u a I re- I 
sour~es :·emain undiminish('d. t 
We are pleas<'d that Wt> have so, 
planned this period of trnnsi-1 

I 
tlon and our religious activities, 
that with the coopcrat!on of the 
Joy Street Synagogu,., we ahall I 
continue our sc•n-kl'~. · 

! 
" Ultimately an:t by a vote I 

passN! by li1e >nt>mb1-t·s ot our : 
congregation, we plan to b•1ild I 

1 a new synagogue whi<'h we fer · 
1 vently hope will he ii, Iii<• l>C$l 

I
. tr .. arliti.ons of the North R. u~sr'I • 
?'.:,;:_1_s_::i~1:01;_ue;" . .. ... . . ! 

Over time, the extent of the collaboration expanded. By late 1962, 

North Russell agreed to pay half of repair costs. By 1963, the shuls 

were doing joint financial planning and splitting of donations. By 

1964, North Russell was willing to pay most of the costs for a High 

Holiday rabbi from New York (inter alia suggesting that by then, the 

congregations held joint High Holiday services): 

President Brother Sandler stated that in the future a fund will 
be started between our congregation and the No. Russell St 
group which will pay all expenses for oil, lights, gas, etc., and 
all monies remaining will be split in half. 

Libavitz minutes September 9, 1962 

* * * 
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President Brother Sandler reported that a meeting will be 
held Sunday Nov 11, 1962 by the N. Russell St group and 
that he will try to arrange a group meeting between them and 
ourselves in order to adjust monies which come into the 
schull in the form of donations . 

Libavitz minutes Nm·ember 4, 1962 

* * * 
A report by President Brother L. Sandler on the general 
income from both synagogues was generally discussed. 
Libavitz minutes December 2, 1962 

* * * 
Brother Sandler reported that a shamus had been hired to 
serve both the N. Russell St group and ourselves . Also that 
we will pay Sl 5.00 weekly towards his salary. This matter 
was generally discussed. 

Libavitz minutes i\lay 5, 1963 

* * * 
President Brother Sandler reported that the N. Russell St. 
group were desirous of haYing a Rabbi from NY for the 
High Holidays and have agreed to donate $425.00 towards 
this, our share to be no more than S75.00. 
Libavitz minutes J ulv 5, 1964 

Finally, a March 10, 1968 letter from President Freedman of 

Anshei Libavitz to the North Russell Street Shu! suggests that the 

two congregations would negotiate an agreement by which North 

Russell "will take over management of the synagogue" (source: The 

Boston Synagogue archives). 

The collaboration between North Russell and Libavitz raises a 

question as to why North Russell instead did not collaborate with 

Vilna. The answer seems to be that Mendel Miller, the man who ran 

Vilna, was a strong-willed and controlling individual with whom 

North Russell could not (or did not want to) deal. 

This is suggested by the already referenced difficulties that Libavitz 

had negotiating a merger with Vilna during the same period. It is 
reinforced by testimony during the 1980s Vilna dissolution 

proceedings that Mendel Miller discouraged anyone from becoming a 
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member of his shu110s or helping it to grow - so that considering a 

full merger would have been even more problematic: 

On March 11, 1986 David Glater of Boston ... filed a 

motion to intervene. Mr. Glater alleged that he had been 

"affiliated with The Vilner Congregation" smce 

approximately 1970, that he had "repeatedly expressed an 

interest in more active membership with the Congregation 

and in greater administrative involvement" but had been 

"repeatedly rebuffed"... Occasionally, during the 1970s, he 

told Mr. Miller that he would like to become "involved" in 

the Congregation. "Why?" Mr. Miller asked, adding, "Just 

come and bring your friends." 

* * * 
A second would-be intervenor ... is Richard D. Wimberly 

of Brookline... Although not a member of the 

Congregation, Mr. Wimberly attended its services at various 

times in the 1970s, but not after 1979 ... In 1981, in a chance 

meeting with Mr. Miller, he made some suggestions for an 

educational program to mcrease attendance at the 

Congregation's services but Mr. Miller showed no interest. 

Since 1975, Mr. Wimberly has been a member of Charles 

River Park and smce 1981 a vice-president of that 

congregation. 

Alan J. Dimond, Master; Master's Draft Report April 28, 1987, The Vilner 
Congregation vs. Attorney General of the Commonwealth, Massachusetts 
Supreme Judicial Court for Suffolk County No. 85-290 

l OS While at first glance, discouraging membership seems counterproductive and 
even fatal, because ultimately a shul with no members cannot continue. However, 
since Vilna only had 3-4 members in the early 1970s (Source: Vilna Master's Draft 
Report, 1987), admitting new members soon would have resulted in their gaining 
majority control of valuable real estate and Torahs, potentially displacing Miller. So 
from a short-term perspective, Miller's anti-membership stance made sense. 
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Negotiating For a New Synagogue 

Despite the arrangement with Anshei Libavitz, the North Russell 

Street congregants still hoped to have their own building. However, 

the BRA initially offered compensation of S60,000, then $70,000, not 

enough to build a new shul. 

At this point, Morris Sava!, a wealthy congregant from Back Bay 

intervened. As he later noted in a Newsweek article: 

"I hadn't been very active in the [North Russell Street) 

synagogue until my mother passed away," admits insurance 

executive Maurice Sava!. But the shock of seeing the 

neighborhood shul obliterated prompted Saval and several 

other younger members of the congregation to do something 

about it. "I felt we were the caretakers of a precious jewel," 

says Saval. "I felt the Jews of the city would support the 

memories of their families." 

"The Exodus," in l\-ewsweek, March 13, 1972 

With the help of others like Hyman Slate, the President, and one 

of a series of Slates with an association with the Shul, 106 Beth 

Hamedrash Hagadol Beth Jacob sued the BRA in Suffolk Superior 

Court for damages and negotiated for the purchase of a new building 

site. 

On November 21, 1960, the court found that "as a result of the 

taking, this court does assess the total damages at ~281,395 plus 

interest at 4% per annum from April 23, 1958 to :November 21, 

1960." The total award, including interest, was $311,407.01. 

106 Hyman Slate and his wife Rose died in a fire on September 20, 1971, on Rosh 
Hashanah after the first evening's service - which coincided with the official 
resumption of services at the new Charles River Park Synagogue building. The story 
sounds eerily like Moses not getting to the Promised Land, except that Hyman Slate 
at least was able to attend Ere,- Rosh Hashanah services at the new shul. 
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Slate Family Members With A Boston Synagogue Association 

[Later: Jonathan Slate as Vice Chairman] 

From: 1941 Mortgage Redemption 
From: Boston Synagogue Memorial Board 

Plaque 

Mortgage Committee 
Myer Slate 3-0ct-12 

Mr. M. Slate (Morris]107 Dora Slate 31-Jul-53 
Bessie Slate 1 O-Jul-55 
Morris Slate 10-Nov-64 

Board of Directors Rose Slate 20-Sep-71 

Mr. M. Slate [Morris] Hyman Slate 20-Sep-71 
Israel Slate 5-Aug-77 
Llsa S. Slate 11-Apr-94 

Mortgage Redemption Donors Cara Slate 29-Sep-OO 

Mr. & Mrs. M. Slate 
Mr. & Mrs. B. Slate 

The importance of this achievement is highlighted when compared 

to the outcome for Tiffereth Israel, whose building on Chambers 

Street also was taken by eminent domain. Unlike North Russell, 

Chambers Street did not sue the BRA. It is unclear what remediation 

money it received, but the amount presumably was minimal,108 since 

it was not mentioned by the Vilna Special Master during the Vilna 

asset disposition proceedings as a factor in Vilna's economic viability 

or assets. Had North Russell not sued the city and won, it 

presumably would have disappeared as well. 

While the court award provided the shul with money, it took a 

further decade to acquire a suitable plot of land in the Charles River 

Park redevelopment zone (suggesting that the BRA and/ or the 

Charles River Park developer did not want to facilitate the building of 

a new shul). Finally, on or about June 8, 1970, the shul purchased the 

current building site (12,326 sq. ft.) at Amy Court off Martha Road. 

The price was $1.35 per square foot, for a total of $26,640.10.109 

107 Morris Slate was Hyman's older brother, who died in 1964. 

l08 Since Chambers Street was not a predecessor of The Boston Synagogue, the 
Archival/Historical Committee did not research this issue. 

109 The current Ciry of Boston assessed land value is $1,297,800.00. 
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To Build Or Not To Build 

By 1960 the shul had most of the necessary money, and by 1970 

had the land. It seems today as though once funds were received, a 

new building was inevitable. However, the records reflect continuing 

disagreement through the 1960s, as expressed by board member and 

lawyer Louis Katz. 

In a November 26, 1965 memo, Katz pointed out that while the 

Massachusetts Superior Court's decision of :November 11, 1960 

awarded the shul $311,407.01, "we are not obliged by this decision to 

build a synagogue - we may or may not build as we wish. We can 

spend the money in any way authorized by our Charter and By­

Laws ... " Reading between the lines, Katz was suggesting that the 
shul board consider alternatives to a new building. 

Katz followed this up on January 14, 1967 with a letter in which he 

raised serious concerns regarding whether there was a sufficiently 

large group of people that would support an Orthodox shul in 

downtown Boston. 

To my fellow members of the North Russell Street 

Synagogue: 

We are now confronted with a very serious problem: 

"SHOULD WE BUILD A :NEW SHOOL?" Our problem 

is not, "Do we want a new Shoo!?" Because everyone wants 

a new Shoo!. But many of us want a new Shoal only if we 

can be reasonably sure that we can maintain and support a 

new Shoo!. 

So first we should estimate the expenses of operating a 

new Shoo!. These expenses would include a Rabbi, a 

Shamis, a janitor, insurance, electric, oil, building 

maintenance, and various other expenses, a total of at least 

$22,500 a year. :Now, secondly. let's see how we can get 

S22,500 a year to meet these expenses. For the size of our 

proposed Shoo!, we can comfortably accommodate 100 

family-members, or we can even squeeze in 125 family­

members, which means that we will need 300 seats. So if we 

can get 125 family-members, each will have to pay $180 a 

year to cover the S22,500 (125 x $180 = $22,500). Yes, 
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maybe we will get donations of a few thousand a year, and 

that will cut the dues to $160 a year. In this figure I have 

given the benefit of the doubt in every way, and we will still 

need 125 family-members at ~160 per year. We cannot figure 
on any income from sale of seats for the holidays, because 

our 125 family-members will need 300 seats, which will be 

more than our capacity. 

"But," some people say, 'We will not need a full time 

Rabbi at first or maybe we will get a part-time Rabbi." But 

how many members will you get at $160 a year, if you do not 

have a full time Rabbi? When a member pays $160 a year, he 

will expect the full time services of a Rabbi, or he will not be 

a member, with a few rare exceptions. 

Yes, many new Shoals are being built in the suburbs by 

young couples who have young families. And who want a 

neighborhood Synagogue and a Hebrew School for their 

children. But they are either reform or conservative Shoals, 

with rare exceptions. The neighborhood Shoals have 

become a social institution as well as a religious one, and 

young couples with families are willing to build and support 

them in their neighborhood. But in our own West End we 

have no young Jewish couples with children. Not one 

Jewish mother wants to live in the West End or on Beacon 

Hill with her children; she wants to live in a suburb if she can 

only afford it. And even if there are a few couples who do 

live in the West End because they cannot afford to live in a 

suburb, then they cannot afford to pay $160 per year for 

membership, and even if they could, there are no more than 

five or six such couples. We need 125 members to maintain 

the Shoal. 

And remember, ours is an Orthodox congregation, not 

Reform or Conservative. Anybody that says we can change 

to a Conservative congregation cannot possibly mean it. 

Even if most of us wish to do so, it would take five to ten 

years of legal litigation to accomplish, maybe! 

So my dear fellow members. I beg you to face up to the 

facts. I am not asking that every penny be figured in advance. 
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I am not asking that we be absolutely positive that we can 

succeed. I just want a reasonable assurance that we can 

support a new Synagogue. I just do not want to jump into 

this expensive project with a blindfold. So let's all get 

together and find the solution." 

APPENDIX: WEST END PROSPECTIVE :v!EMBERS 

OLDER RESIDENTS 

I am told that there are many well-to-do older couples in 

the new West End Project who would join our Synagogue at 

$160 a year. But, if these people are actually Synagogue 

people, they have been members of other Synagogues before 
they moved into the West End, and they will retain their 
allegiance to the other Synagogue such as the Temple Israel, 

Temple Ohabei Shalom, Kehilleth Israel and others where 

they have been members for many years. These other 

Synagogues have powerful Brotherhoods with many facilities 

and adult programs. It would take at least 15 years for us to 

develop such programs, if we had the man-power. And we 

must realize that 90% of these people are not Orthodox and 

would not go to Orthodox services. "But" I am told "we 

can later change to a conservative Synagogue!" In such a 

case there older people will say, "First make the change, and 

then we will see. But we will not get involved in a long battle 

to overcome the Orthodox element in the Shoo!." So think 

it over carefully, my friends. 

Louis Katz letter January 14, 1967 

The last opposition to a new shul came at a special membership 

meeting on January 12, 1969, in which an unsigned letter of 

opposition dated December 24, 1968 was read. While the referenced 

letter has not been found in The Boston Synagogue archives, one 

suspects that its arguments were consistent with Katz's January 14, 

1967 letter, and perhaps came from Katz himself (as a board 

member, he would have had access to the membership mailing list): 
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The recording secretary read the un-registered, unsigned 

letter which was sent out to all members concerning this 

meeting. The letter was dated December 24, 1968. Later in 

the meeting, the chair ruled that because it had been 

specified that the letter as stated in the previous meeting, had 

to be registered and signed to be valid, no official business 

concerning the building of the new synagogue could be 

conducted. That is, no vote could be taken that would or 

could be valid .... 

By request of Mr. Maurice Saval, Mr. Robinson addressed 

the membership. Mr. Robinson stated that the money which 

the synagogue had in its possession had been appropriated 

for the construction of a new synagogue, and that there 

really should be no discussion otherwise ... 

Floor discussion continued with other main points being 

that the money the synagogue has should be spent in better 

ways such as contributing it to other existing Jewish 

organizations where the money will be put to good use. It 

was brought out that the building of the synagogue in the 

core city would serve no good ends. The core city, as stated, 

is no longer a place for a Jewish House of worship inasmuch 

as there is no longer the populace to support such an 

institution in such a location. 

As stated above, because of the 'illegality' of the letter 

mailed out to the membership, no vote could be taken the 

discussion. 

Board Minutes January 12, 1969 

The New Building 

Plans for the new building now proceeded rapidly. The shul 

needed an additional $100,000 for architectural and construction 

costs, so in April 1970 Allan Robinson sent out a successful 

fundraising letter. 
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Fundraising Letter by Allan Robinson (April 1970) 

Look Homeward, Landsmann! 

Once upon a time you lived in the West End. Once upon 

a time the finest people on earth, your parents, literally 

scraped up every penny they could either to send you to 

'Cheder', or to engage a 'Rebbi', so that you could acquire the 

first principles of the forms and practice of traditional Jewish 

Communal Worship and at least a rudimentary concept of 

those moralities which have enabled the Jews to survive 

through the millennia and have so enriched the temporal and 

spiritual values, statutes and canons of all the world. 

Do you remember 'Shabbas'? Your 'Bar-Mitzvah?' The 

'Yorn Tovim,' The Solemn High Holidays? Especially the 

High Holidays? When these irreplaceable people, Mama and 

Papa, and their wonderful counterparts, 'Alayhem 

Hasholem', in awe and indescribable prayerfulness gathered 

their respective clean-scrubbed progeny by the hand and 

propelled them to the Beth Hamidrash to thank 'Him' for 

life and ask for its continuation. Remember, if you were a 

'Litvak', you went to 'Shull'. If you were a 'Rooshasha', you 

went to 'Shill'! What the heck difference did it make? G-d 

was and is everywhere. In the \Vest End the chances were 

you went to THE BIG ONE, the beloved North Russell St. 

Orthodox Synagogue, more formally called the 'Beth 

Hamidrash Hagodol Beth Jacob'. Hagodol, 'THE CHIEF', 

That's us. 

Thus, I come to business. The Boston Redevelopment 

Authority, in its wisdom also once upon a time, took our 

beloved 'Shull-Shill'. The 'Joy Street' people took us in and 

gave us a roof over our head. They've been grand. But 

somehow It wasn't 'Home'. Boston Redevelopment 

Authority gave us a lot of money which has been carefully 

and scrupulously conserved. We plan to build a new 

synagogue with it. We promised to build, and build we shall! 

We owe it to you, ourselves, and the Boston Redevelopment 

Authority. Our word is our bond! We learned that from our 

early teachings, remember? We have enough to build. NO 
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MORTGAGES! However, we need a little more. About 

$100,000 for fixtures and maintenance. Will you join us? 

Interested? Nostalgic? I hope and pray so ... 

I'm here, Dear Landsmann with my little Pushky. Not so 

little, that it can't take rubles, as well as kopeckes. 

Please, do let's hear, and thanks no end. Mama and Papa 

would approve, I'm sure. You could donate in their name. 

I'm sure you will '!<LEIB A BISSEL NACHAS' too. 

A new synagogue was erected at the current 55 Martha Road 

location, with initial dedication at Purim 1971 and High Holiday 

services beginning in September 1971. The building of the new shul 

was the subject of a June 29, 1970 Boston Globe article. 

Gone but not forgotten synagogtte 
to rise like Phoenix in West-End · 
By Leo Shapiro 
Glo.M Staff 

Once, it now seems like a 

lonc time ago, th.e•e was a 
bi~ Jewish community m 
what WM known as the 
West End. But it was bull­
d<lted out ot existence and 
its inhabitants were scat­
tered into many ad;oinina 
com.munitie.s. 

But the nostalgia re­
m;,iined. When. t.he building 
Of the ord North Russell 
Street Syn.a,oeue whose 
otficiaI n.1me is Congrega­
tion Beth Ha.m.idraah lia­
godol Beth Jacob, was de­
moliahed, arranaeroenu 
ware made to reMrVe a 
tract of land on which to 
rebuild when the time wa.s 
right. 

That time has come and 
at th.la anoment work i.s 
proceeding on the new 
s~ture. The foundations 
are in a.ad ci:wotruction af 
th& .ttapeTStructure bas 
•tarted. 

ln.ttead of being :sur­
round e c:i by tencmen.tc 
bui.lclinp crowdm. on one 
anotb.«, it will be iii the 

middle or the plush, nigh­
ri.se Charlff River Park 
camp lex. 

And when it is com­
pleted, sometime ln Octo­
beT, it is expected to bring 
back: to the 1ite of the old 
haunts many who lived i.n. 
the West End a1 children u 
well as s&m.e o! the older 
folks who retain fond 
memories <:11. the ~a and a 
bygone era of close neigh­
borhood asM>Ciat.um. 

The three-year-old Bos­
ton architectural firm of 
Childs Bertman Tsec.k~ 
A.uociates Inc. h.as desi1n~ 
ed the synagogue not only 
u a meeting and worship­
ping center for members of 
the Jewish faith who live, 
work and visit i.n the down~ 
town a;ree, but also aa a 
memorial to the <>.ri&ina.1 
West End Jewish commu­
nity that wac uprooted by 
the West End Urban Rede­
velopment project. back. in 
the late 1950&.. 

Tl\$ building, whose COlrt 
i5 estimated at $350,000, 
will be on a gentle sloping 
site 1ronting on Amy 
CooTL It has been. con­
ceioJed as "• p iece ot tCUtp... 
tu.re constslint ot int.er· 

locking garden walla "of 
fluted tinted coner~te 
block. Some o1 the walls 
will encl<.l.$C landscaped 
areas. 

"Th.i.s concept," explain 
the architects, " is intended 
to rel&~ the buiJdinl to. the 
parklike setting of. the 
West E:od and also to pro­
vide the people livins hich 
in the surrounding build­
ings with a pleasing vie-w 
of the root of the .syna.­
g<>gue in h&nno:ny with the 
landeCaPf'/' '·. 

They further point out 
that a. '4!quence o_t spaces ot 
open sky, with a courlyard. 
and "intimate entry" ha.I 
been work4.d out to help 

:~~p:en:f11per into the 

The sanctuary it.self will 
be topped by a slanted ·-1 
made of trQllsluCent plastic. 
Thlt will be the f!rat uoe of 
such material tor this pu.r .. 
pose in «. public buiWi.nc iD 
Bo6ton, .t.b•y Mid. . 

H'1'*' B. Sla\e io l'ftlll· 
dJ>r>t o(thtCOD~ 
Maurice H. ~ la cJll;lr.; 

· man of the bU!ldin; 'ci>m~ 
mitt .. and Allan ll<JbinooG 
is cbatrm.111 of the bulldlnt 
fund oomm.ittee. ~, 

The new shul was called the Charles River Park Synagogue with a 

new logo, reflecting the shul's location in Charles River Park.110 

11 0 Interestingly, the transliteration of the old shul name had changed from 
Amedrish Agudal to Hamedrash Hagodol. 
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ekviiM, Riu.e4 Pcul& S~ 
Ne"' Rome Ot 

Ccaqreqauon Both llamidraob Haqodol Both Jacob 
Qlarth R.....U SlrMI Synaqoguel 

Amr Cowt · CbadN Rm: Park · BosloD, Ma.a. 0Zll4 

Once North Russell moved from 8 Smith Court, Anshei Libavitz, 

which depended on North Russell's support for survival, sold its 

building to the African-American community (who intended to 

restore it to its original design as the African Meeting House). 

Meanwhile, attendance at the Vilna Shul declined substantially. It 

ceased operating as a 52-week shul by the early 70s, with Mendel 

Miller being the only member for some time before the building 

closed in 1985: 

Until the mid-1970s the [Vilna] Congregation held 

religious services each day, on festivals and on the high 

holidays (the New Year and the Day of Atonement). 

Attendance then began to decline, causing reductions in daily 

and festival services. Rabbis and cantors served part-time .... 

Membership in the Congregation, at least since 1964, never 

exceeded twelve men. Because of attrition by death or 

resignation ... the number of members dwindled in the early 

1970s to not more than three or four, including Mr. Miller 

and his brother Nathan. Soon they were left as the only 

members, and when his brother died in 1985, Mr. Miller 

became the sole member. At no time was there recruitment 

or enrollment of new members. 

Alan J. Dimond Master's Draft Report, The Vilner Congregation vs . 
Attorney General of the Commonwealth, April 28. 1987 

By 1971, the Charles River Park Synagogue was the only 

functioning shul in the West End, North End and Beacon Hill; 

perhaps the only major US city with such a small Jewish downtown 

presence. 
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Chapter 11 

The Maurice Saval Era 1971-1989 

The history of the Charles River Park/Boston Synagogue at the 55 

Martha Road location spans three eras: 

• The Maurice Saval/Charles River Park era (starting with 

the inauguration of the new building in 1971, and continuing 

through Saval's death in February 1989). 

• The Post-Saval era (1989-1999), when a succession of shul 

presidents struggled to keep The Boston Synagogue alive 

without the financial support that Saval provided when he was 

alive. 

• The Recent era (1999 to the present), when The Boston 

Synagogue took fundamental moves to adapt to the 

increasingly diverse needs of the Jews in downtown, and 

restored the shul to financial stability. 

This chapter covers the Maurice Saval era. Chapter 12 covers the 

post-Saval era, while Chapter 13 discusses the recent era. 

Maurice Savel: Background 

Maurice H. Saval was an eighth-grade 

dropout who established six insurance 

companies and became wealthy. He lived 

in the Back Bay and was a member of the 

North Russell Street Shul when the BRA 

seized the property by eminent domain. 

He led the negotiations with the BRA 

that resulted in the construction of a new 

shul. 

Aside from his North Russell 

Street/ Charles River Park Synagogue 

Maurice Saval Memorial 
Plaque At The Boston 
Synagogue 

activities, Saval was president of Maimonides School, where he 

developed a close relationship with Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik (a.k.a. 
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"The Rav"), the founder of Maimonides and rosh yeshiva111 at Yeshiva 

University. Saval became one of the Rav's major funders. A building 

at Maimonides is named "the Saval Campus"112 and "in 1983, 

through an endowment by Maurice H. Saval, RIETS' [rabbinical 

ordination] Program [at Yeshiva University] was renamed the Rabbi 

Joseph B. Soloveitchik Center of Rabbinic Studies."11 3 

As a result of these ties, Charles River Park Synagogue was 

informally affiliated with a national Jewish movement for the first 

time in its history - the Rav's form of Modern Orthodoxy. This 

would include such things as: 

• Enlisting the Rav's son's help in obtaining an 'authentic' set of 

tablets of the Ten Commandments for the shul's ark. 

• 

• 

Hiring ritual directors / rabbis based on recommendations from 

the Rav (or his son-in-law, Isidore Twersky at Harvard) 

Resisting attempts by congregants to move from 'Orthodox' 

to 'Conservative' 

Dedication of a Sefer Torah at 

Maimonides, 1979: Maurice Saval 

with Rav Joseph Soloveitchik.114 

The Rav: The World of Rabbi Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik, Volume 2, by Aaron 

Rakeffet-Rothkoff, Joseph Epstein 

111 Head of yeshi,·a; dean of rabbinical school. 

112 The gymnasium at the Sa,·al Campus is named for Saval's friend Judge John Fox, 
a retired judge of the :>Jorfolk Probate Court and before that, a Boston Municipal 
Court judge. Fox succeeded Sava! as The Boston Synagogue's Chairman. 

l l3 Source: http: / / yu.edu/ riets / about/ mission-history/ rav / 

114 One of The Boston Synagogue's Torahs was donated by Israel Bonds in honor of 
Maurice Sa,·al. The finials say "To Maurice H. Sava!. .. from Maimonides School 
1979." 
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Modernist Synagogue Design 

Saval spent considerable time considering what the new synagogue 

should look like. In The Boston Synagogue's archives, there is a file 

with floor layouts for historical European shuls such as Regensburg 

and Worms as well as American synagogues. The end design clearly 

was neither casual nor directed solely by the architect. 

Despite being in his late 60s, Saval presided over a modern design 

from a three-year-old architectural firm, breaking away from a natural 

tendency to recreate the old North Russell Street building. The 

design ended up winning a prestigious US Housing and Urban 

Development architectural award. 

Charles River Park Synagogue, original architect's drawing 

As noted in the following Charles River Park Synagogue 

descriptive document, the architect took care to create a building that 

was in harmony with the Charles River Park environment and created 

an appropriate space for meditation/ prayer: 

Harmonizing With Environment 
The architects conceived of the building as a piece of 

sculpture consisting of interlocking garden walls positioned 

and shaped according to the movement of pedestrians. 

Some of these fluted concrete block walls enclose landscaped 

areas. This concept is intended to relate the building to the 

park-like setting of the West End and also to provide the 

people living high in the surrounding buildings with a 

pleasing view of the roof of the Synagogue in harmony with 

the landscape. 
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Scaling Down the Environment 

Doors and windows are treated as abstract slots between 

the walls so as to prevent a correlation with surrounding 

high-rise buildings. As the architects explained, if the scale­

giving elements such as doors and windows were the same 

sizes or shapes as those of the huge apartments, the tiny 

mass of the Synagogue would seem toy-like in comparison. 

The designers further explained how a sequence of spaces 

was deliberately planned including the open sky, middle size 

courtyard, and intimate entry, to help the participant change 

his pace from that of noisy city routing to one of inner 

thought and worship. This "scaling down" is accomplished 
also through a series of transitional events - changes in level, 
screens of trees, changes in direction, changes in light quality, 

etc. The climax of this movement occurs in the sanctuary, 

which is bathed in diffuse natural light provided by a 

translucent plastic roof. 

Undated Charles Ri\·er Park Synagogue document 

The result was a break with traditional shul architecture. 115 As 

Allan Robinson said (apologetically) in his April 1970 fund-raising 

letter, 

Please take a good look at the sketch of our projected 

edifice. They say it'll take the prize for design. You '11 see 
we've gone a bit 'Mod'. Do you mind? [Emphasis added] 

It'll be a great place for a Library, Historical Society, Youth 

Activities, Engagement and other parties, Weddings, 

Banquets, Bnai Mitzvah, and all sorts of Communal life. 

Modern catering and entertainment facilities, of course! 

Reactions to the new design were mixed. While the essay author in 

Jews of Boston appeared to be less than complimentary regarding The 

Boston Synagogue's 'inward facing' design, Charles Campbell, who 

won a Pulitzer Prize for his 35rh anniversary critique of Charles River 

115 In The Boston Synagogue files is a memo from Sava! dated Aug. 31, 1970 saying 
that an inactiYe shul in Chelsea had offered to donate a "beautifully hand carved and 
decorated" ark - presumably of the Sam Katz era. Ob,·iously, the offer was ne,·er 
accepted. 
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Park, loved it: 

The Boston Synagogue of 197 4, the designated heir to the 

West End synagogues destroyed by urban renewal, is the 

very picture of 'safe space.' [It is a] walled, windowless 

shelter ... lit within by skylights. The synagogue was no 

longer aspiring to be a 'light unto the nations,' but rather, a 

place of interior illumination and spiritual sanctuary for Jews. 

David Kaufman, 'Temples in the American Athens: A History of the 
Synagogues of Boston," in Jews of Boston p. 211. 

* * * 
Only two things relieve the general disorder [of Charles 

River Park], and they're both interiors. One is a synagogue, 

designed by architects Childs, Bertman, Tseckares and built 

in 1970, an architectural gem where a mysterious golden light 

falls into the interior as if coming directly from God ... 

Charles Campbell, "Charles River Park at 35;" in Boston Globe May 26, 
1995; 1996 Pulitzer Prize-Winning Essay for Criticism 

The Boston Synagogue today: Interior 
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Tablets of the Law 

To decorate the new building, Sava] spent considerable time 

thinking about the design for the tablets of the Ten Commandments, 

which are mounted above the minimalist ark design. 

Tablets of the Law, seen as part of the overall ark and close-up 

Designing and procuring the tablets took considerable time. As a 

result, the ark's top went undecorated for almost two-and-a-half years 

before the tablets were installed in August 1973. 

The tablets were commissioned in Israel with the help of Rabbi 

Dr. Haim Soloveitchik, the son of Rav Joseph Soloveitchik.116 At the 

time Haim was working in Israel as a professor at Hebrew University; 

116 The close relationship between Sava! and Haim's father, Rav Joseph SoloYeitchik, 
is seen in this interchange in the letters going back and forth on the tablet: 

12/ 15/ 72 From Sava!: "P.S. Your Father sat next to me at the head table at the 
Maimonides Donors Dinner last Sunday. He is in good form - in fact a number of 
people came over to me afterwards and pleasantly commented on the fact that your 
Father seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. We had an Israeli pop singer 
supported by an accordionist-saxophonist and a drummer, who were excellent. Your 
Father was keeping time with his hand on the table - it was really cute." 

1 /18/73 from Sava!: "I saw your Father last Saturday night at the Shiur. He was in 
fine form, as I had a few words with him afterwards and he was almost gay. I also 
saw Ararah [Haim's sister, who married Isidore Twersky] the earlier part of the week 
as part of a committee at a meeting and she too seemed well." 

2/22/73 from Haim: "Thanks for the report on my father - he writes so little its 
good to hear how he is ." 
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Saval used his status as a major Maimonides donor to solicit Bairn's 

help. 

There was an involved process for 

deciding on the design. Saval wanted to 

use 'authentic' stone from Sinai, which 

Israel controlled in 1972. Haim responded, 

"Sinai is out. The stone is too hard to be 

quarried by ordinary drilling equipment. 

People have tried and broken drills. So 

other stone will have to be used." In the 

end, Galilee stone was used.117 
Baim Soloveitchik 

There also was learned discussion by Haim on color and shape, 

showing how important both Haim and Saval considered the tablets: 

Color - Midrash has it that the tablets looked like white 

fire on black fire, i.e. white letters on black background. 

Black stone is found in Sinai and its equivalent 1s m 

Jerusalem. But other colors could be used -

Shape -

is out. First appears in Christian 

illustration in 13th century France. 

Jewish tradition is rectangular, but 

nothing in Jewish tradition that the 

two tablets linked, i.e. , 

could equally be separate. As matter 

of fact in Sid[d]ur illustration of 14th 

century they appear as two separate 

blocks. 

Decision up to you or leave to discretion [of] the team here. 

117 The use of Israeli stone may have been influenced by Maimonides' 
commissioning a foundation stone from Israel for the dedication of its new 
Brookline building in 1962. 
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Script - no one can say with certainty shape of letters in 

Moses time. I opt for oldest known Hebrew inscription 

from the first commonwealth times to 750 B.C. 

Saval responded in favor of white letters on black detached 

rectangular stones: 

I opt for black, simply because I think that the contrast of 

the black against the reddish walnut wood would be more 

effective than the reddish stone against the wood . 

Two separate rectangular tablets I would think would be 

appropriate especially as you comment that the total of the 

two would weigh about 150 lbs. 

There was also discussion of the impracticality of carving the entire 

text of the Ten Commandments. Saval agreed to include the first few 

characters only. 

In the archives, there is a description of the final tablets by Haim 

Soloveitchik, prior to shipping them to Boston: 

The tablets were inscribed on three sides m accordance 

with the Palestinian Talmud, Tractate Megillah, which 

reports that the original tablets were inscribed on all four 

sides. I opted to forego the back as no one would see them. 

The stone is from Galilee, the cutting or inscribing done 

in Jerusalem. 

The shape is square by Talmudic tradition and the script 

patterned after the Shiloah inscription 8th century B.C.E. 

To ship the tablets to Boston, Saval arranged for passage on the 
Queen Elizabeth II under the care of Sholom Cohen, the ritual director 

of the shul, who served as machgiah (Kosher certifier) on the cruise: 

The Queen Elizabeth II is making a trip to Israel and will 

be at Ashdad, April 21 -23 - Haifa, April 24-May 3rd, and 

Sholom Cohen (you may remember him - he is a 

Maimonides graduate) who works for us in the Boston 

office, is going along as the Masgiach so I have pressed him 

into service. If the tablets were delivered to him on board 

the ship - presumably at Haifa during the period April 24 to 

May 2nd, just to be safe, he would guide them back to 

Boston. Several advantages of course. First: the shipping 
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charge is eliminated; second: time 10 transit would be 

minimized; third: presumably possibility of damage also 

reduced. 

This also works in wonderfully well because I think the 

schedule is for the Elizabeth II to be back here about the 

20th May, and with decent luck and co-ordination of services 

by the contractor we could have the tablets installed for 

Shavuot, Wednesday the 6th June. This of course would be a 

most appropriate day. 

Sava! to HaimJanuary 18, 1973 

The tablets arrived in Boston from New York in June 1973, on the 

first day of Shavuot in the middle of services. Saval considered this 

particularly appropriate since Shavuot commemorates the giving of 

the Torah to the Jewish people. Previously, the goal was for the 

stones to be delivered in time for Passover: 

[The tablets] came and arrived on the first day of Shavuot! 

I was not at our Synagogue that day - I was out of the 

country - but I am told it was pretty dramatic. It was just as 

they finished reading the Torah when the express man came 

in with the announcement that he had a package to deliver 

and needed some help for it was too heavy for him to 

handle. 

Sava! to Haim, 6/21 /73 

Each stone unexpectedly was 4 inches thick and 150 pounds, as 

the stonecutters were concerned about breakage with anything 

thinner. Saval decided to saw them in half to reduce the weight (this 

was done successfully). As he told Haim: 

Had you seen [the stones] before they left Israel? On the 

assumption that you did not let me tell you - each stone is 

about 16" square by approximately 4" wide and each one 

weighs about 150 lbs. The weight and the width made it 

impractical for us to position them above the Oren. I had 

the "brilliant" inspiration of sawing them in half, width-wise, 

thus making it feasible for us to mount two of the tablets 

that had been inscribed, in our Synagogue. We will have the 
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Ten Commandments cut into the face of the remammg 

tablets which I shall present to another Synagogue. 

Sava! to Haim, 6/ 21 / 73 

The tablets cost $1,500, donated by Sa val. Unlike the practice of 

typical shul donors who insist on acknowledgement plaques for 

everything, there was no plaque mounted by the tablets saying that 

they were donated by Saval. 

Proposed New Cornerstone 

Saval also enlisted Soloveitchik family help in crafting appropriate 

text for the new building's planned cornerstone. Apparently Saval 
sent to Rabbi Dr. Isidore Twersky11 8 the following two initial drafts: 

This stone preserved from the Old North Russell Street 

Synagogue 1s a symbol of the everlasting continuity of 

Judaism. 

* * 
This stone preserved from the Old :North Russell Street 

Synagogue symbolizes the heritage of Torah from generation 

to generation. 

Twersky responded with a note on Harvard University stationery, 

in which he suggested the following improved alternatives: 

Dear Mr. Saval, 

I tried to preserve your initial formulation, which was very 

precise and expressive. The Hebrew inscription means: 

"This building shall be witness and this monument shall be 

witness that God's Torah shall not depart from the children 

of Israel forever" 

As an alternate, it occurs to me, you might consider the 

following verse: Isaiah 59:21. ["And this shall be My 

covenant with them, said the Lord; My spirit which is upon 

you, and the words which I have placed in your mouth, shall 

not be absent from your mouth, nor from the mouth of your 

l l8 Twersky was RaY Joseph SoloYeirchik's son-in-law. He was Professor of Jewish 
Lirerature and Philosophy at Harvard . 
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children, nor from the mouth of your children's children, 

said the Lord, from now on, for all time" (source: JPS 

Tanakh).] 
If I can be of help, please call. 

Warmest regards, Yitzhak Twersky 

For unknown reasons, the new cornerstone was never 

commissioned, and the shul simply re-installed the 1940 North 

Russell cornerstone (shown previously) . 

Saval's Shul Management 1971-1989 

Saval ran the Charles River Park Synagogue as a benevolent 

dictatorship,11 9 paying for many of the shul's expenses over the 

nineteen-year period between 1971 and his death in February 1989. 

Membership dues were minimal and it has been said that his 

insurance company secretary handled shul administrative operations. 

In a memo from an unnamed shul Treasurer to his successor: 

The ability to authorize expenses has not been explicitly 

stated. However, the following can be a guide. 

There are a group of expenses that are paid because we all 

tacitly agree that we have to have the goods. Utilities, 

electricity, steam, and telephone, are such. We don't have a 

figure that we budget for, though usually last year's figures 

are the standard that we use. You should find our what 

these figures are. If current expenses are too big then you 

should raise questions I will refer to this level for 

authorization as level one. 

Level two authorization is when Mr. Saval himself has told 

you that he has authorized a payment. Areas where he will 

do so include fees to the Rabbi and religious direction. 

Level three authorization is an expense that an officer 

needs to fulfill his or her office. 

Level four authorization is for others who administer a 

program or project. Mr. Saval will tell you who they are. 

119 Sava! was Chairman of the Board; the presidents included Michael Rosenberg, 
Frank Shapiro, Arthur Cohen and Allan Green. 
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This meant that Saval made most of the important decisions on 

how the synagogue would function, along a number of dimensions. 

Ritual 

While not Shomer Shabbat, Saval felt a strong affiliation with 

Orthodox ritual. As a result, the Charles River Park Synagogue 

maintained Orthodox Jewish ritual practice (e.g., all prayers in 

Hebrew, only males included in minyans and as prayer leaders). 

Despite this, m an accommodation to the non-Orthodox 

demographics of the local community, Saval devised an "ecumenical" 

seating arrangement, in which: (a) the front sanctuary area would be 

reserved for men, with a separate side alcove for women; but (b) the 

rear of the building ("the social hall"), which had a separate flat roof, 
would be used for mixed-sex seating.120 In practice, most 

congregants would sit in the mixed seating area. 

At the time of the building of the synagogue, Mr. Maurice 

H. Saval started to enunciate the concept of an ecumenical 

Jewish synagogue, one in which all Jews could be 

comfortable. Within this idea, our synagogue has a 

traditional core with the traditional service and separate 

seating for men and women. Separate from that core is the 

mixed section where people who don't want to separate or 

be in the separate seating can choose to sit. English 

translations are woven into the service depending on the 

need. And the siddurim have translations. This format 

created a warm and unthreatening environment and allowed 

our synagogue to grow. 

Harris Altman, Charles Ri\·er Park Synagogue History Fact Sheet, undated 

120 'Urban legend' says that Sava! persuaded Ra,· Joseph SolO\·eitchik to approve this 
seating arrangement on the basis that the rear mixed seating area was a separate 
building with a separate roof. One wonders if this is true (perhaps Soloveitchik was 
persuaded to talk in generalities about the boundaries of a building being defined 
based on the contiguity of a single roof, without explicitly blessing Saval's mixed­
seating compromise), but it appears to have been believed by synagogue members. 
For example, in a 1989 memo to the Boston Landmarks Commission, Jules Le,·ine 
(Board Member) says "the structure is unique in that it is two separate buildings 
which are joined - one has separate seating for men and women, the other has 
optional mixed seating." 
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This arrangement, and what it suggested about the shul's 

affiliation, was controversial. As stated in the March 14, 1971 Board 

minutes (around the time that the new building was dedicated), 

"there was a great deal of discussion as to whether the congregation 

will remain Orthodox or not. Mr. Saval and Mr. Mindick pointed out 

that the charter calls for an Orthodox Synagogue. There was no 

resolution to this problem." 

Interior of The Boston Synagogue showing the Sanctuary 
cathedral ceiling (top left) for men-only seating. Flat 
white roof in rear designates 'social hall' mixed seating. 

Interior of The Boston Synagogue showing women's 
section in rear of photograph behind vaulted arches. 
Note lack of a high 'Kosher' mechitza. 
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The dispute did not go away. In late 1971, Ralph Gordon, of the 

Board's By-Laws Committee, drafted revised bylaws stating that "the 

purpose of this Congregation shall be the maintenance of a place of 

worship according to the (a) Orthodox (b) Conservative Hebrew rite, 

and for Jewish education and for such other kindred and incidental 

matters as my be fitting to said worship and purpose." In response, 

Allan Robinson crossed out the word "Conservative" and initialed 

the page. Saval then sent a letter to Gordon saying that the shul's 

incorporation papers explicitly referred to the shul's purpose being 

"the maintenance of a place of worship according to the Orthodox 

Hebrew Rite .. ," so that this change "is not permitted." To 

accommodate Gordon, Sava! was willing to consider "Orthodox 

Hebrew Rite as currently (or modernly) interpreted and practiced." 

This change was never implemented. 
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A similar pro-0 rthodox view was expressed in a February 14, 1972 

letter from board member Harris Altman to Maurice Saval: 

It takes little imagination to realize that since the tum of 

the century many generations of dedicated, devoted 

Orthodox Jew entered this sanctuary to pray to their God. 

How many names, unknown to us now, must be inscribed in 

the Heavenly Scroll of Honor for their sacrifice, their loyalty, 

their constant concern not only to their religious duties but 

to the upkeep and maintenance of the North Russell Street 

Synagogue. How many people of modest means still gave of 

their material substance, we shall never know. But that they 

gave, we do know. And beyond this, and even more 

importantly, they gave of themselves. The fact that in 19 58 

the North Russell Street Synagogue stood free of mortgage 

and of debt was silent but eloquent testimony of the 

enormous faith and work of these people. 

Now, in Charles River Park stands a new beautiful House 

of Worship - an outward manifestation of the inner faith and 

allegiance of countless Orthodox Jews of the North Russell 

Street Synagogue. 

If there is any we need - it is to try to regain the faith of 

these Loyal Pioneers to whom we owe so much. 

Altman to Sava], February 14, 1972 

Two days later, at the February 20, 1972 membership meeting, 

there was a more complete discussion of the issue, with President 

Shapiro beginning the meeting and Saval making it clear that there 

would be no change: 

President Shapiro asked for a frank expression of views on 

the mater of changing over from an Orthodox congregation 

to a Conservative congregation. He said that was a topic of 

considerable interest and was the subject of discussion 

amongst some of our members during the past few months 

particularly. He made it clear that the purpose of this 

discussion was not to take any positive action at this time but 

to get the feeling of the membership. 

Dr. Joel Cooper expressed the view that he was strongly 
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for maintaining the Synagogue in its present form; that the 

congregation had made it possible for all members of the 

Jewish faith to be accommodated as we were using the 

Birnbaum Prayer Book;121 we had arranged for separate 

seating in a portion of the Synagogue for those who were 

observers of Orthodox practices; and have mixed seating in 

another portion of the Synagogue so that those who were of 

the Conservative or Reform group could do so; and in enry 

way we had made it possible for members of the three 

principal groups within Judaism to be at ease. He expressed 

the very strong convictions that there was an obligation on 

our part to carry on in the traditional manner, that there was 

no good purpose or need to change over from our present 
type of Jewish religious organization. 

Messrs. Mike Rosenbaum, Arnie Cohen, Harry Kaminsky, 

Ed Kaminsky and Judge Fox spoke, each one affirming 

different facets of Dr. Cooper's theme. 

Messrs. Harry Perlmuter, Sumner Edelstein and Ir[a] 

Lucas expressed the view that unless we converted to 

Conservatism we would not progress. They said essentially 

that the fact we were labeled "Orthodox" deterred 

prospective members from joining. Mr. Lucas particularly 

noted that five members had joined because they thought 

the congregation was going to convert and that they would 

probably withdraw if this did not happen. Comment was 

also made that some of the new members may feel that they 

had been misled because future affiliation was 

misrepresented to them. Some of the criticism was that we 

were not modern enough, not enough English was spoken in 

the services and that the services were too long. 

Mr. Saval spoke in favor of maintaining our present form. 

He said that everything had been done to make all members 

121 The Birnbaum prayer book, firsr published in 1949 and used in Orthodox as well 
as Conservacive shuls, was known for its use of a uniform Hebrew rype face and 
more modern English translacions. Here, Dr. Cooper is assercing that the arnilability 
of a good English translacion bur an Orthodox service would suffice for non­
Orthodox Jews. 
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of the Jewish faith "comfortable" and "at home" and that we 

had met every reasonable suggestion that had been advanced 

by members. He said that in his opinion it appeared that the 

real problem was one of semantics; that the word 

"Orthodox" conjured up visions of old-fashioned narrow 

minded attitudes from which our Synagogue certainly did not 

suffer, as has already been proven, and that it was a matter 

simply of getting people to come in and see how we 

functioned to convince them that we were a new concept - a 

"Synagogue for all Jews" - best labeled "Liberal Traditional." 

He suggested that we use this term in response to any 

question as to what kind of a Synagogue we were 

He further made the statement that in his opinion, just as 

we had faithfully performed the trust obligation to preserve 
the assets of the congregation, we also had a more sacred 

obligation to preserve the spiritual trust of maintaining our 

Synagogue in accordance with the traditions of our 

forebears . 
Membership Meeting Minutes, February 20, 1972 

Indeed, some members wanted to become more Orthodox. A draft 

letter from board member Richard Wimberley to Sava! (unclear if it 

was sent) suggested a mechitza that would separate the mixed seating 

from the men's area. He also proposed increasing the women's 

mechitza height: 

On the .matter of the mahitza, I don't think that it is 

entirely correct to say that changing the mahitza is 

impossible. Raised or stepped floor mahitzas exist only at 

our shul, Young Israel of Brookline, and the Old Vilna 

Schul. The mahitza is at the same floor level as the men's 

davening area at the Boston Rebbe's the Talner's Kedima 

Moshe Torah, Chabad House, Hai Odam, BU Hillel 

Orthodox minyan, and many other shuls I have been to. 

Separators, constructed of wood and fabric, are set up, 

permanently or temporarily at an appropriate place. There 

are several configurations that could be set up at our schul. 

We could expand the present one out into the men's section 

(where I usually sit). Or the present mixed section could 
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have a waist high wall going along the separation line of the 

sanctuary and the social hall. 

Draft memo by Richard D. Wimberley to Maurice Sava!, undated 

This tension would continue in the post-Saval period, with 

attempts to put plants or a railing in front of the women's section to 

act as a more 'kosher' mechitza. 

Increasingly, however, opinion would shift in favor of egalitarian 

services. The shul would face a classic problem, in which a number 

of the regular shul goers wanted things to stay as they were, while the 

people who wanted change came to the shul rarely or not at all. 

Making a radical change would threaten the short term, while not 

making changes would threaten the long term. 
A visual illustration of the conflict facing the congregation is a 

197 4 photo of a shaharit service. There are only nine men pictured 

(ten are needed for a minyan), so that attendance was at the margin 

needed for conducting an official service. The number of seats 

reserved for men-only seating is small, suggesting that not many men 

wanted to sit there. With the exception of the person in front, all of 

the men are older. Finally, many of the men are not wearing tefillin 

and / or are wearing short shawl tallits rather than large 'Orthodox' 

tallits. 

Charles River Park Shaharit Service, 1974. Pictorial Living Coloroto 
Magazine, August 4, 197 4 
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The overall impression from this photo is of a small group of 

aging men who were not completely Orthodox themselves but who 

insisted that the old ways be continued. This would raise as key 

issues (a) how the shul could recruit younger observant Jews to 

replace the aging core membership, and (b) what the shul would do if 

it failed to recruit these younger Jews. 

Rabbinical Support 
During the initial period after the dedication of the Charles River 

Park shul in 1971, the shul employed a ritual director rather than a 

rabbi, with rabbinical support for the High Holidays. From an 

undated document (Charles River Park Synagogue History Fact Sheet), "In 

the Fail and Winter of 1974 ... Shalom N. Cohen122 was the religious 

director and Earl Lefkowitz was the cantor, and gave classes on the 

weekly Torah portion."123 

From: Charles River Park Press Release 1972 

Youth Carries On With Orthodox Traditions 

Religious Director Shalom Cohen graduated from 

Maimonides School, Brookline in 1964 and received the 

Arthur Ellison Prize for excellence in Chumash (Bible). 

Following a year's attendance at Yeshiva University and 

Rabbi Isaac Elchonon Theological Seminary in New York, 

he returned to Boston, continuing his studies at Boston 

University's College of Business Administration. He received 

a Bachelor of Science Degree in Business Administration in 

1968. In addition to religious teaching in the Dorchester­

Mattapan Districts. Cohen has served on the staff of the 

Associated Synagogues' Kashruth Commission. In 

December 1971 he was appointed Religious Director of the 

Charles River Park Synagogue. 

Cantor Earl Lefkovitz . . . comes from a family of 

122 Shalom Cohen was a Maimonides 1964 graduate. Source: January 18, 1973 letter 
from Sava] to Haim Soloveitchik and Internet search. 

123 David Fishman remembers Sholom driving up to shul in a mororcycle and 
leather jacket for weekday and Sunday shaharit services, showing a distinctively 
different look from the largely older men who were there. 
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distinguished Cantorial artists from whom he acquired 

personal instruction. A native of Cleveland, Ohio, he is 

currently a Press Officer with the Combined Jewish 

Philanthropies of Greater Boston, and has authored and 

edited numerous articles in Jewish Publications 

Surprisingly for a shul with a mixed seating section, Rabbi Ira 

Korff (the future Grand Rabbi of Zvhill-Mezhbizh) conducted High 

Holiday services in the 1970s, and perhaps other services as well: 124 

A. [Alpert] We had Rabbi Korff in the '70s. 

Q. As I understand it, Rabbi Korff came on high holidays. 

Apart from his coming occasionally on high holidays , have 

you ever had what you would call a year-round rabbi .. ' 
Mr. Sava!: Rabbi Korff 

Mr. Baker: Rabbi Korff was your year-round - -

Mr. Saval: Yes, I think. 

Q. What period of time do you think Rabbi Korff was 

there? 

A. Early '70s. 

Q. For how long? Two or three years? 

~fr. Saval: No. A couple of years, at the most. 

* * * 
From: Charles River Park Press Release 1972 

Charles River Park Synagogue (the North Russell Street 

Shul) at Leverett Circle, next to Whittier Place, Boston, one 

of the oldest active Orthodox Synagogues in Metropolitan 

Boston announces that High Holiday Services ushering in 

the year 5733 will be conducted by a group of young 

traditionalists, led by Rabbi Doctor Ira A. Korff, Cantor Earl 

Lefkowitz and Religious Director Shalom N. Cohen. Rabbi 

Dr. Korff graduated from the Hebrew College of Boston 

with a B.J .E. and received his B.A. from Columbia 

University, he furthered his studies at the Berlin Rabbinical 

124 Source: 1987 deposition of Israel Alpert and Maurice Sava! on the Vilna Shu! 
recei\'ership matter: 
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Academy and the Kretz Israel Rabbinical Academy, where he 

received Smicha (Ordination). The degree Juris Doctor was 

conferred on him at Brooklyn Law School. 

Starting in 1980, Saval hired Rabbi Allan Nadler as part-time rabbi 
for three years, through 1983. The apparent reason was that after 

nine years of ritual directors and cantors, the shul was not gaining 

sufficient traction and Saval decided that an investment in a rabbi 

might make the shul self-sustainable (see retrospective discussion on 

the next page). 

At the time, Nadler was 25 years old 

and studying for a Ph.D. with Isadore 

Twersky at Harvard. One presumes that 

Nadler's hiring was due to the 

Soloveitchik and Twersky relationship. In 

short, Saval recruited someone young but 

with high upside. 

In September 1982, Nadler left on 

what was meant to be a one-year 

sabbatical to be the rabbi of Shaar 
Allan Nadler circa 1980 

Hashomayim in Montreal (Nadler was born in Montreal and had 

received rabbinical ordination there). 

As a substitute, Nadler recommended David Fishman, a Harvard 

Ph.D. classmate also studying with Twersky. Although not a rabbi, 

David had an undergraduate degree from Yeshiva University and was 

Orthodox, and so was an acceptable substitute. 

After the year was up, and it became clear that Nadler was not 

coming back (except for some High Holidays), Saval extended 

Fishman's employment without a specific title but effectively as part­

time ritual director. This continued through 1988, 12s at which point 

David left Boston to join the faculty at Jewish Theological Seminary 

in New York City, where he is now Professor of Modern Jewish 

History. 

125 Fishman received his Ph.D. in Jewish Studies in 1985, and then worked as an 
assistant professor of Jewish History at Brandeis. 
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When asked why Saval did not replace Nadler with another rabbi, 

Fishman commented that the set of acceptable Orthodox candidates 

was small, since: (a) the job was part-time, (b) Saval appeared to want 

a smart young person, and (c) Saval had a preference for people 

studying with Twersky. In addition, the congregants at Charles River 

Park became comfortable with Fishman after his first year, so there 

was no impetus for change. 

On the other hand, a 1987 Charles River Park document (written 

while Sava! was still alive) suggested a financial consideration. Sava! 

and his board believed that having a rabbi added substantial value for 

new prospective members (which is why he hired Nadler earlier in 

the decade). However the shul could not afford it, and Saval 

apparently was unwilling to contribute the necessary funds : 

Should the Charles River Park Synagogue receive 

substantial new monies, the board of directors has indicated 

that the first priority to ensure the longevity and viability of 

the congregation is to hire a full-time, permanent rabbi. 
Earlier this decade, the synagogue managed to hire a 

young rabbi [Nadler] on a full-time basis due to the 

generosity of a congregant [Saval], who agreed to underwrite 

the experiment. For a two-year period, the congregation saw 

a sharp increase in activity, with new and younger 

congregants attracted by the energy and creativity of the 

young man, who was also completing his doctoral studies at 

Harvard's School for Judaic Studies. The rabbi introduced a 

vigorous program of recruitment of members, adult 

education courses, social activities, and all the attendant 

amenities expected of an involved and concerned rabbi. He 

made shiva calls, visited the ill, wrote a newsletter -- and 

generally conveyed a sense of community and spiritual 

leadership. 

There was a discernible impact on the synagogue's 

finances because of the rabbi's presence: membership began 

to increase; and contributions became larger and more 

frequent. This was a gradual process that became more 

apparent towards the end of the rabbi's second year of 

tenure ... 
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The two-year experience taught the synagogue's elders 

that a rabbi is essential to build membership and broaden 

participation. The city-dwelling Jew of today needs the 

sophistication and skill of a trained rabbi to spark and sustain 

his interest in synagogue membership. The board has 

determined to retain a permanent rabbi as soon as fiscally 

possible. 

The cost of adding a rabbi's salary to the budget, together 

with a small "rabbi's discretionary fund," and other expenses 

relevant to retaining him, is estimated at $55,000 a year. 

To replace Fishman, Saval in September 

1988 took a low-budget route and hired Noah 

Feldman, a Maimonides graduate who had 

just started college at Harvard to read Torah 

and conduct shaharit (morning) services at 

the shul on Mondays and Thursdays. Rabbi 

Soloveitchik presumably recommended him. 

Feldman ended up graduating first in his class Noah Feldman 

at Harvard, became a Rhodes Scholar, and is now a Professor at 

Harvard Law School, where he is a leading international law expert. 

During this period, the shul also enjoyed the expert Torah reading 

of longstanding member Mark Schonfeld, an intellectual property 

litigator who lived in Back Bay and worked downtown. 

In sum, Saval knew that a growing shul needed rabbinical 

presence, but he backed away from funding it. 

Services 
Due to declining attendance, the Shul no longer had minchah and 

maariv services except on holidays. It only held shaharit services on 

Sunday, Monday and Thursday mornings, as well as on Shabbat and 

holidays. 

David Fishman recounted this amusing anecdote about one 

morning when they needed a tenth man for a minyan. To get to ten, 

one old timer (Izzy Alpert) went outside and said "a minyan, a 

minyan." He actually was able to get someone, but it quickly seemed 

that the new person did not know anything about the service. So 

they asked him if he was Jewish. He said, "No, I'm Armenian. I 
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thought you were asking for an Armenian." Apparently in Alpert's 

thick Boston/Yiddish accent there practically was no difference 

between the pronunciation for 'a minyan' and 'ah-meenian.' 

Hebrew School 

Saval, although childless, felt strongly about the need for Jewish 

education, hence his support of Maimonides and Solomon Schechter. 

However he believed that Jewish children should go to Jewish day 

schools. As a result, the Charles River Park Synagogue had no 

Hebrew School and the building design made no provision for 

classrooms. In turn, families with young children who were not 

going to day schools perceived the Synagogue as unwelcoming and 

unaccommodating. 

Programming 

Programming was an area of focus during the Sava! years. Here is 

a recollection by Harris Altman on shul activities in the early 1970s: 

In 1973, I came in contact with the synagogue through a 

chicken supper and later a Sisterhood sponsored dance. 

Eddy Ship made sure that I had plenty of chicken to eat. 

Harris Altman, Charles River Park Synagogue History Fact Sheet 

During the Nadler years, there was emphasis on generating 

interesting lecture programs and activities like volleyball: 

The Program Committee chairman Bob Fox reported that 

the Committee was planning acti,·ities on a regular basis. 

The first program for Sunday May 27 7:30 PM would be on 

the subject of the Falasha Jews of Ethiopia. Mr. Moshe 

Nipress will personally sponsor this event. A barbeque is 

planned for the last Su.nday in June the 24th. A September 

program on the history of the West End Jewry is planned. 

Publicity will include the Jewish Advocate, Hagigah and the 

Boston Globe. June's program may include volleyball. The 

purpose of the program committee is to attract many 

different types of Jews, and it looks like its programs will do 

that. 

Board minutes, May 6, 1984 
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There also were Friday night dinners and "a continuous Shabos 

presence of hospitality" for visitors.126 

Shul Size 
From a deposition statement by Israel Alpert, the claimed 

membership in 1987 was 120 and that the shul attracted up to 297 

people (building capacity) on Y om Kippur.127 Other references speak 

to membership being stable at 100. 

In an undated Jewish A dvocate article circa 1970, it was stated that 

membership prior to the completion of the new building was 

"approximately 100 families, 25 of which reside on Beacon Hill and 

in the Back Bay, the rest in Brighton, Brookline, Newton and other 

sections of Metropolitan Boston."128 

In a reversal of the historical exodus from downtown to 

neighborhoods like Dorchester, some of the new members at Charles 

River Park (CRP) joined when their shuls in Dorchester closed. This 

included Arthur Cohen, who eventually became president of CRP in 

1987-88; his good friend Irving Krutter, a regular attendee at services 

for many years who recently died at age 90;1 29 Muriel Kantor and her 

son D avid -- all of whom joined CRP after Mishkan Israel in 

Dorchester shut down in 1977. 

Despite the upbeat membership numbers, a contact list for a 

March 10, 1986 meeting regarding the asset disposition of the Vilna 

Shul only included 82 families or individuals. Husbands and wives 

were listed separately rather than as member units, and the list may 

have included non-members. Thus the actual number of member 

units was probably in the 60-80 range,130 which was substantially 

smaller than the shul size for North Russell Street circa 1940 as 

126 Source: History of the Synagogue, undated. 

127 Source: Israel A lpert Vilna Shu/ deposition March 1987. 

128 Joseph G . Weisberg, "Rebirth of a Shu!," in the Jewish Advocate approximately 
1970. 

129 Krutter used to say that his participation consisted of getting together with his 
friends to tell jokes, interrupted by occasional aliyahs. 

BO The di fference may be due to the Shul's practice of giving old West Enders 
'life time memberships,' even if they never in fact were active members. 
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indicated by the number of names on the mortgage redemption 

plaque. 

[Author's Note: when asked about membership size in the 80s, 

Fishman commented that membership was not a concept that was 

taken seriously or even relevant, since everyone knew that Sava! was 

paying the bills whenever cash was short.] 

Perhaps to boost membership numbers, dues were low compared 

to those for large suburban synagogues. For 1971 -72, dues were S100 

per year with no apparent difference for families versus singles; S25 

per High Holiday seats for members /$35 for non-members. As there 

were minimal membership fees for 'grandfathered' old West End 

residents, this did not come close to covering expenses. 
For Shabbat, Israel Alpert said that the shul would get 20 to 25 

attendees. 131 Fishman says it was more like 15 to 25, with close calls 

for weekday morning minyans. 

Thus the shul could tout reasonable membership numbers, but the 

reality of these totals was questionable, and the low dues meant that 

these members could not sustain a shul without Saval's help. 

Situation at the end of the Sava I Era 1989 

During this period, the demographics of an aging population 

steadily eroded the shul population base, without being replaced by 

younger Jews, whether observant1 32 or non-Orthodox. 

As a result, the only thing keeping the shul viable was the 

willingness of one wealthy person to pay the bills. Even that 

willingness had limits, since Sava! was unwilling to self-fund the cost 

of a full-time rabbi. 

13l Source: Israel Alpert deposition March 1987 

l32 While there was a substantial and growing Orthodox population in Greater 

Boston, most of these people (outside of coUege students) lived in Brookline, 

Newton and Sharon. There were almost no young Orthodox Jews in downtown. 
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Postscript 

One amusing yet poignant reflection of the 'old-timer' nature and 

experiences of some of the congregants in this era is a July 197 4 letter 

from Ryfuel Abosch, a Holocaust survivor, to Shalom Cohen, the 

shul's ritual director, regarding Abosch's commissioning of four 

plaques for the shul's memorial board. As the last person left alive in 

his family, he asked in broken English/Yiddish 133 that the shul make 
a plaque in his memory once he died:1 34 

I Autorize You to make 4 Plates in The Memory of Main 

Father Mother and Sister... The nechst Payment 33%... Ist 

possible near plates to put a small electro Bulb and to 

Lighten wen the Yourzeit is... For Main Mother Kraincia 

Bodnar Bas Ruben Born 1877 Day I do not Remember Diet 

All Kidush HAshem From the Natzis Inwasion Armies on 

The First Day Cholomoid Sukkot October 6 1941. [Sister] 

Rebeka Abosch... Diet on the same Day First Day 

Cholomoid Sukkot October 6 from The Wild Hord of the 

Natzis Inwasion Armys .... Raphael of Ryfuel Abosch ben 

Aron... Open Line when i Will pas Away to the Officers 

from The Synagogue. Then I have Nobody Left and no 

Children the Synagouge must this Due. 

Ryfuel Abosch letter to The Boston Synagogue 

Abosch Family Yahrzeit Plaques at 

The Boston Synagogue Memorial 

Board 

133 Misspellings, miscapitalizations and grammatical errors have been left unchanged. 

134 The Synagogue's Memorial Wall has plaques for Abosch's father, mother and 
sister and for Ralph (Ryfuel) Abosch. Ryfuel's plaque does not have a date, although 
research indicates that he died on November 1, 1987. 
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Chapter 12 

The Post-Savel Era 1989-1999 

The unsustainability of the Sava! era became apparent when 

Maurice Sava! died in February 1989 at the age of 88, following 

injuries sustained in a car accident and a subsequent stroke. 

One month before he died, the board met to discuss the 

potentially dire financial implications: 

Mr. Alpert raised for discussion the financial situation of 

the synagogue. Although the final figures for 1988 were not 

yet tabulated, it appears that the shortfall in the operating 

budget of the synagogue will be approximately $30,000, and 

this is likely to represent an annual figure. Mr. Nipress raised 

for discussion the possibility of obtaining support from the 

Combined Jewish Philanthropies, either for programmatic 

events or for general support. Mr. Cohen raised the 

possibility of mailing an additional appeal letter. Dr. Stearns 

suggested contacting potential benefactors directly rather 

than by a mass mailing. Mr. Saltzman raised for discussion 

an mcrease in dues to improve the financial base of the 

synagogue. Mr. Alpert raised the possibility of contacting 

potential new members from the local voting lists. Mr. 

Nipress felt that the hiring of a full-time rabbi would help 

rejuvenate the synagogue. If initial salary support were 

provided by benefactors, the presence of a rabbi might result 

in an increase in new members that would cover his salary 

on a long-term basis. Professor Levine noted that it is hard 

to hire a rabbi in the face of an uncertain financial base and a 

shortfall in operating expenses. 

Mr. Alpert announced he will convene a meeting with 

Judge Fox and Allan Green to consider strategies for raising 

funds and discussing long-term needs regarding a rabbi. 

January 2, 1989 board minutes 
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While Saval left substantial bequests to other charities (including a 

SS million trust fund established for Maimonides - invested with 

Bernie Madoff), The Boston Synagogue only received a $250,000 

legacy - which was not enough to permit hiring a rabbi. Per the 

September 18, 1989 board meeting minutes: 

Mr. Alpert distributed a statement of CRP's income and 

expenses of January through August 1989. There followed a 

discussion of the financial feasibility of having a full-time 

rabbi, even with Mr. Saval's endowment of $250,000, of 

which 10% maximum is allotted each year to CRPS for 

expenses. 

Board Minutes, September 18, 1989 

The result was that the Synagogue was left in difficult financial 

circumstances. U oder the leadership of Judge Fox as Chairman and a 

variety of lay leaders as presidents including Allan Green, Jules 

Levine, Robert Stern and Larry Baras, the Synagogue tried to figure 

out how to survive. 

One early move was changing the shul's name. Thinking that the 

name 'Charles River Park' might have been hurting its ability to 

attract people from other neighborhoods, the shul board adopted the 

name 'The Boston Synagogue' -- reflecting its desire to attract 

members from a wider downtown geography. The change was made 

at Purim 1990. 

The Boston Synagogue 
at Charles River Park 

55 Martha Road, Boston, MA 02114 

A year later, despite limited available funds, the shul decided to 

invest part of its Saval/Fox endowment by hiring a new rabbi, Marc 

Gopin, on a part-time basis starting on October 1, 1991. The 

apparent hope was that a dynamic rabbi would enable the shul to 

gain sufficient traction with new members to cover the shul's annual 

operating cost in future years. 
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Gopin came from the same promising young rabbi mode as 

Nadler and was a 1975 graduate of Maimonides. Just as in a previous 

era, Rabbi Friederman was proud of receiving ordination from Rabbi 

Yitzchak Elchanan Spektor, Marc Gopin states in his Wikipedia 

biography that in 1983, he "was ordained as a rabbi at Yeshiva 

University, where he was a student of Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik." 

He was also studying for a Ph.D. in religious ethics from Brandeis. 135 

Unfortunately, due to a combination of dwindling funds and 

conflicts with congregants regarding the Israeli-Palestinian issue, 

Gopin left after a year. After this the Synagogue gave up on the rabbi 

experiment and relied on a lay chazzan (Norman Rosenfield) and 

Torah reader (Chuck Hartholz) at a lower monthly operating cost. 

While this was more affordable, the lack of rabbinical talent deterred 
new people from joining the shul, since there was no 'rabbi' available 

for life cycle events. 

Although the shul board saw the need to make changes in 

rabbinical support, it took an opposite position on ritual, choosing to 
make no changes in this area. In large part, this was because the 

post-Sava! leadership came from the same core observant group that 

ran the shul during the Sava! period and was happy with the status 

quo. Reinforcing this was their belief that Orthodox ritual was 

required by the bylaws as well as the San! bequest terms. 

As a result, the same issues that had begun surfacing in the Sava! 

era continued unabated - as it became increasingly difficult to offset 

the loss of the shul's aging core with new members. In several 

instances, parents with daughters left the shul because they could not 

have a bat mitzvah. 

The effect of ritual stasis was also seen in declining attendance at 

services. As core observant members died and were not replaced, the 

Shul could no longer sustain shaharit services on Sunday, Monday 

and Thursday mornings. It therefore retrenched to Friday night and 

Saturday mornings only, with Friday night attendance also becoming 

135 Given that Joseph Soloveitchik lived until 1993, one suspects that he continued 
tO ha\·e a relationship with the shul via Judge Robert Fox and that Gopin's hiring as 
a Maimonides / Yeshiva Cni\·ersity graduate was not coincidental In addition, Marc's 
father, David Gopin, is pictured in Farber's An Amen.can Orthodox Dreamer at the 
Maimonides construction site in 1960 -- showing that he was a 111acher at Maimonides 
whose son presumably was worthy of Joseph SolO\·eitchik's job placement assistance. 
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marginal. From a Norman Rosenfield report to the board, dated 

January 17, 1996: 

Friday night in particular is of major concern because this 

1s when most prospective members, newcomers and 

travelers come to shul. People don't generally choose when 

they have to say kaddish, and aren't necessarily sure what 

moves them to attend one Friday over another. But we can't 

pretend to service the downtown Jewish community when 

our Friday night welcome mat consists of maybe three or 

four people on average 

Norman Rosenfield, report to the board.January 17, 1996 

Larry Baras (President) and Jonathan Slate (Vice Chairman) 

worked hard to offset the loss of core observant people via better 

programming, including Christmas Day fairs and auctions of sports 

memorabilia. One particularly well-attended event was when Dana 

Rosenblatt, a leading Jewish boxer, came to the shul. Some of these 

programs were successful in generating good single-event attendance, 

but they did not attract a regular group of congregants. Similarly, the 

shul attracted large turnouts for community Seders, but most of the 

attendees did not return for other services. 

In another attempt to gain traction with potential new members, 

Larry Baras decided that the shul needed a Hebrew school and hired 

Janice Rosenfield, Norman's wife, to run it. This was modestly 

successful; within a few years, the Hebrew school had 5-7 children as 

well as some new members with children. However there was an 

unresolved issue about what to do with Hebrew school girls wanting 

bat mitzvahs. 

In addition to declining membership, a second major problem was 

the need to deal with maintaining a now-aging building. By the 

1990s, the building was over twenty years old - which meant that 

things like the roof, which had a twenty-year life, needed 

replacement. Unfortunately, there was no money to pay for this. 

Susan Weingarten, who joined the synagogue Board in the 1990s, 

recalls a contentious meeting regarding the roof, in which one 

member said that repairing the roof properly would require $250,000, 

while another said that he could fix the problem temporarily with 
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duct tape and more permanently for Sl,500-$2,000. After a long 

period of unproductive and increasingly heated argument, Judge John 

Fox slammed down his gavel, and told the board attendees to 'shut 

up and behave yourselves.' 

For the short term, the shul adopted the duct tape solution. 

Longer term, when Susan became president in the late 90s, she would 

opt for a staged professional solution. 

The Vilna Shul Conflict 

During this period, the Synagogue also engaged in a protracted 

conflict over the disposition of the Vilna Shu! property, lasting from 

1989 to 2000. 
The Vilna Shu! (Anshe Vilna) was formed in 1903 by Lithuanian 

immigrants. In 1919-1920, it moved to a new building at 18 Phillips 

Street on the flat of Beacon Hill. It then suffered from the same 

declining Jewish population as The Boston Synagogue predecessor 

shuls. In 1958, Tifereth Israel - the Chambers Street Shu! - joined 

Vilna when it lost its building as a result of the West End urban 

redevelopment effort. As previously noted, this merger did not bring 

in sufficient revenues or membership to make a meaningful 

difference for Vilna. 

By 1985, Mendel Miller, the sole surviving member of the 

congregation, shut the facility. Three years later in 1988, he sought 

permission from the Massachusetts Superior Court to liquidate the 

property and send the proceeds to selected Israeli charities. The 

Court responded by putting Vilna into receivership and appointing a 

special master to consider what should be done. 

At this point, there was a multi-party fight over the property: 

• 

• 

• 

Miller argued that the proceeds from the property should go 

to his designated charities. He opposed giving the proceeds to 

the Charles River Park Synagogue, arguing that it was not an 

Orthodox synagogue, due to its mixed seating. 

Rabbi Abraham Halbfinger of Kadimah-Toras Moshe (KTM) 

in Brighton argued that a Torah from the Vilna Shul in KTM's 

possession belonged to KTM. 

The Charles River Park Synagogue argued that as the closest 

synagogue to Vilna, it should be the recipient of the funds; and 
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• 

that the funds were needed by CRP to maintain the financial 

viability of the last remaining shul in downtown Boston. 

A group of preservationists felt that, as the last immigrant-era 

shul in downtown, the Vilna property should receive historical 

landmark status and be preserved as a Jewish museum/ cultural 

center. 

Ultimately, the Special Master recommended that The Boston 

Synagogue should be the recipient of any assets, on the basis of the 

doctrine of ry pres (the phrase comes from Norman French and 

means 'near enough,' i.e., that CRP was 'near enough' in practice to 

Vilna and so should receive the funds). 

On December 18, 2000, Justice Abrams of the Massachusetts 

Supreme Court ruled that the Vilna property should be sold to the 

Jewish cultural center group, with the proceeds going to The Boston 

Synagogue. In addition, Kadimah-Toras Moshe, which had taken 

possession of the Vilna Shul Torah, was directed to pay the value of 

this Torah to The Boston Synagogue. 

4. The claim of the Congregation Kadimah Toras Moshe 

to ownership of the "Ladies Auxiliary" Torah is denied as a 

claim against the estate of the Vilner Congregation. 

5. The Court hereby decrees that The Boston Synagogue 

shall be the charitable beneficiary of the estate of the Vilner 

Congregation under Massachusetts General Laws c. 180, 

§11A, and the principles of ry pres, and the Receiver shall pay 

and transfer to The Boston Synagogue all of the net assets of 

the estate, after the payments set forth hereinabove. The 

Receiver is authorized to execute such assignment or other 

document as necessary to transfer to The Boston Synagogue 

the Vilner Congregation's receivable associated with the 

"Ladies Auxiliary" Torah, as set forth in the Report and 

Recommendation. 

Massachusetts Supreme Court, Order On Report And Recommendation 
Of The Temporary Receiver Of The Vilner Congregation, December 18, 
2000 

In total, this legal effort took eleven years. After paying for legal 

costs, The Boston Synagogue only received around $100,000 from 
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the sale for a building that was assessed by the City of Boston in 1985 

at 5963,000. The synagogue also never receiYed, despite the Court 

ruling, payment for the Kadimah Toras Moshe Torah. It later was 

donated by KTM to Vilna Shul, with no proceeds to The Boston 

Synagogue. 

In retrospect, the Vilna conflict can perhaps be viewed as a 

'pyrrhic victory' for The Boston Synagogue. It consumed substantial 

Board-level attention that might better have been placed in growing 

The Boston Synagogue, and in the end did not generate a 

transforming level of endowment for the shul. 

Situation at the end of the Post-Sava I Era 1999 

The greatest accomplishment of the post-Sanl leadership was that 

the shul survived the death of Sava] and began to be weaned away 

from what had become an unhealthy dependency. 136 

On the other hand, The Boston Synagogue operated with 

continual deficits that were exacerbated by declining membership. 

As a result, it survived only by tapping into the Saval principal each 

year (allowed under the terms of the beguest). The shul's poor 

financial condition was highlighted by Michael Weingarten when he 

became treasurer in 2001 and determined that the $250,000 

begueathed by the Saval estate had been largely spent to cover 

continuing operating losses. While much of this had been replaced 

by other beguests and/ or the Vilna proceeds, there was no assurance 

that this would continue. Without new beguests, the shul would be 

insolvent within a decade. 

During this period, Susan Weingarten recalls board meetings in the 

1990s in which the board was talking about shutting down and giving 

the keys to Chabad,137 or tearing down the shul and building an 

income-generating 'Synagogue Towers.' 

This situation was unsustainable. 

136 Ruth Fein, when she mo,·ed from the suburbs to downtown and joined The 
Boston Synagogue in 1980, "'as told by a CJP communal leader shortly afrer her 
move that 'The Boston Synagogue would be dead within fo·e Years.' 

137 GiYen that Chab~d Rabbi David RabinoYitz was the first recorded rabbi of ::\orth 

Russell Street, this would ha,·e been ironic. 
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Chapter 13 

The Recent Era 1999-2013 

Susan Schreiner Weingarten was elected 

president of The Boston Synagogue in 

1999 and served in this capacity until 2002. 

She then became Vice Chairman and since 

2008 has been Chairman of the Board. 

Also serving as presidents during this 

period were Michael Rubin, Michael 

Weingarten (Susan's husband) and Bette 

Siegel. 

* * * 

Susan Schreiner 
Weingarten 

During this period, the shul implemented a number of important 

changes, based on leadership's assessment of local Jewish population 

demographics and needs. 

First, the board perceived that there was an important shift in the 

desirability of downtown Boston as a place for Jews to live. As seen 

in the Chapter 9 BRA population chart, Boston's population 

bottomed out in 1980 and was recovering by the late 90s. More 

importantly, the shul's key downtown neighborhoods were 

experiencing gentrification. 

From The Boston Synagogue's perspective, this was good news. 

The prior history of Boston's Jewish population was that as the 

community prospered, Jews moved from poorer to richer 

neighborhoods. Given downtown Boston's increasing attractiveness, 

it made sense that the local Jewish population would rebound. 

Therefore if The Boston Synagogue managed itself properly, it could 

have a viable future. 

[These hypotheses were later confirmed by the 2005 CJP Boston 

Community Survey, which found that the Jewish population in Boston, 

Cambridge and contiguous towns increased by 83 percent from 199 5-

2005, while Brighton/ Brookline/ Newton only grew by 10 percent 

and Sharon declined.] 
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Jewish Population Estimates By Area 

1995 2005 
Percent 
Change 

Brighton, Brookline, ~ewton and Contiguous Areas 56,000 62,500 11.6% 

Central Boston, Cambridge, and Contiguous 
24,000 44,000 83.3% 

Towns 

Greater Framingham 17,000 19,000 11.8% 

Northwestern Suburbs 19,000 25,000 31 .6% 

Grea ter Sharon 22,000 21,500 -2.3% 

Other Towns 42,000 42,000 0.0% 

Total 181,995 216,005 18.7% 

2005 CJP Boston Communit)" Surv0' and T he Boston Synagogue Analysis 

On the other hand, there was no indication that downtown was 
becoming an attractive neighborhood for Orthodox Jews, who 

continued to live in the suburbs. 

A second important leadership conclusion that what Jews were 

looking for in a synagogue was changing. Over the previous hundred 

years, bigger typically was better than smaller. As a result, synagogues 

like Ohabei Shalom and Temple Israel repeatedly swapped their old 

buildings for ones that were larger and more elaborate, and they 

prospered. 

The problem with this was that many of the most committed Jews, 

and in particular day school graduates, were becoming increasingly 

attracted to small (and often lay-led) services inspired by the havurah 

movement of the 1980s and reminiscent of the old immigrant shtibls. 

As noted in Sarna's American Judaism: 

The havurah movement... focused on intimacy and 

worship in family-like settings, as opposed to large 

impersonal "sanctuaries," helping to break down the 

formality that had for so long characterized the American 

synagogue. Whereas an earlier generation concerned itself 

with decorum and solemnity, postwar children, influenced by 

new cultural surroundings, sought cozier religious settings 

where they could come to worship far less formally attired 

and feel right at home. The American synagogue, as a result, 

became less performance-oriented in the late twentieth 

century. Where once congregants expected to sit back 

passively to watch a service choreographed by the rabbi and 
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the cantor .. , now more of them expected to participate in the 

service actively: praying aloud, singing, and even dancing in 

the aisles. Formal sermons in many synagogues became less 

frequent, replaced by interactive discussions and "words of 

Torah" prepared by lay members. 

Sarna, American Judaism, p. 324 

A related element was the Chabad movement, where uncommitted 

Jews were finding comfort in joining the local Chabad Rabbi and 

Rebbetzin for a warm Friday night dinner and drinks. 

This suggested that after years of being 'subscale,' The Boston 

Synagogue was in a position to take advantage of its smallness, by 

redefining 'smallness' as 'intimacy.' 

A third leadership realization was that The Boston Synagogue 

supports a transient population in downtown with diverse needs. 

Indeed, the backgrounds of the shul's members suggested that many 

of the Jews in downtown did not grow up in Massachusetts, and 

moved here for college or job opportunities. 

On one hand, this was bad news, as each year the shul needed to 

recruit new members to replace people who moved out. However it 

suggested that if The Boston Synagogue became more attractive to 

new prospects, it would have more opportunities to make a good 

first impression - something easier to do than convincing someone 

turned off by a bad experience that happened years before. 

It also was becoming clear that the shul needed to focus on young 

people, families with interfaith issues and gay / lesbian (GLB1) Jews. 

If The Boston Synagogue could do a better job of dealing with their 

needs, it could attract a new member base. 

* * * 
Based on these insights, a number of key changes were made 

during this era. These included: 

Recruiting rabbinical talent 

For the shul to survive, it needed high quality rabbinical talent. 

Since The Boston Synagogue could not afford a full-time rabbi, this 

meant that it had to find good part-time people (like the West End 

shuls of the 1880s/ 1890s). 
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While shopping one Friday morning in 1999 at the Butcherie in 

Brookline, Susan Weingarten ran into Rabbi Daniel Lehmann (the 

then headmaster at the New Jewish High School). When Susan 

described the shul's need for part-time support and asked Lehmann 

whom he could recommend, he suggested that he might find it of 

interest. 

This became the start of a relationship in which Rabbi Lehmann 

and his family would spend one Shabbat a month at The Boston 

Synagogue. When Lehmann had to cancel a Shabbat commitment, 

due to the death of his father, he arranged for Ebn Leader to serve as 

substitute (Ebn at the time was head of J udaics at the New Jewish 

High School; he is now a rabbi and faculty member at the Hebrew 

College Rabbinical School). Leader soon became part of The Boston 

Synagogue 'family' as well. 

Rabbi D aniel Lehmann Rabbi Ebn Leader 

One unanticipated benefit from the Lehmann/ Leader relationship 

was the emergence of Noah Weingarten as unofficial ritual director 

of the shul in the 2002-2008 period. Noah, who was a student at 

Solomon Schechter School in Newton (and then Gano Academy), 

was tutored by Ebn Leader for his bar mitzvah in 2002. Ebn taught 

him so well that the week after his bar mitzvah, he read the entire 

Torah and Haftarah portion of the week, as well as serving as 

chazzan. This continued on most weeks for five years, until Noah 

left for college. 
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Noah Weingarten (circa 2003) 

Once Lehmann and Leader moved to Hebrew College (as 

President and head of the Rabbinical School Bet Midrash, 

respectively), the shul established a close relationship with the 

Rabbinical School by hosting a rabbinic student intern each year 

starting in 2006 (seven in all through 2013). In some ways, these 

talented people (all of whom were Ebn's proteges) were Noah's 

linear successors. They collectively made a tremendous contribution 

to the quality and energy of the shul's services and programming. 

Supplementing this, the shul engaged Rabbi Ben Lanckton, the 

Jewish chaplain at Massachusetts General Hospital; and more 

recently, Rabbi Daniel Klein of Hebrew College Rabbinical School, 

to be part-time 'rabbi-in-residence.' 

For High Holidays and Passover, the shul has enjoyed the support 

of Dr. David Fishman, Professor of Modern Jewish History at the 

Jewish Theological Seminary, whose relationship with The Boston 

Synagogue dates to the 1980s. 

The synagogue also has developed a close relationship with Rabbi 

Al Axelrad, the head of Hillel at Brandeis for thirty years and more 

recently Chair of Student Spiritual Life at Emerson as well as Jewish 

Chaplain at Massachusetts Eye and Ear Hospital. 

As a result, even without a full-time rabbi, The Boston Synagogue 

has benefited from access to world-class rabbinical talent. 
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Hebrew College Rabbinical School Interns 

Top (Left to Right): Rabbi Judi Ehrlich (2005-6); Rabbi Alyson Solomon 

(2006-7); Rabbi David Cohen-Henriquez (2007-9). 

Middle (Left to Right): Rabbi Tamar Grimm (2009-10); Rabbi Eric 

Cohen (2010-11 ). 

Bottom (Left to Right): Getzel Davis (2011 -12); David Finkelstein (2012-

2013). 
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Top: (Left to Right): Rabbi Ben Lanckton; Rabbi Daniel Klein (with 

wife and son). 

Bottom (Left to Right): Rabbi Al Axelrad, Dr. David Fishman. 

Egalitarian services 

It became clear to shul leaders that for The Boston Synagogue to 

survive in the absence of Orthodox members, it needed to become 

egalitarian. To foster this and to deal with opposition from shul 

'regulars,' The Boston Synagogue sponsored a series of classes led by 

Ebn Leader on the subject of egalitarianism, based on Talmudic 

sources. 

Anecdotally, when the class participants learned that the Talmud 

says that 'even a woman or child may read from the Torah,' and that 

the traditional prohibition on women's participation was based on 

offending 'the dignity of the congregation,' a general (albeit facetious) 

reaction was that the shul did not have all that much dignity that 

could be offended. 

197 



Everyone can be counted towards the seven [who are called 

to the Torah on Shabbat], even a child and even a woman, 

but the Sages said, a woman should not read in the Torah 

because of the dignity of the congregation (kevod ha-tsibbur) . 

Baraita, Megillah 23a 

Based on this, the shul began trial egalitarian services, and voted to 

make the move permanent in 2002. 

This was a painful episode for the congregation. The leader of 

those in opposition to the change was Jonathan Slate (Hyman Slate's 

grandson and part of the Slate family with longstanding ties to the 

shul). While not personally Orthodox, Slate felt that it would be a 

betrayal of his ancestors for the shul to become egalitarian. He also 

argued that he wanted to make it possible for Orthodox Jews visiting 

Boston to feel comfortable at the shul, and that the Sava! bequest as 

well as the shul's bylaws required it to remain Orthodox. 

The key counter arguments were the following: 

• 

• 
• 

• 
• 

The Saval bequest had been spent in the past ten years of 

deficits 

The bylaws could be changed by membership vote 

Orthodox Jews were already uncomfortable visiting The 

Boston Synagogue due to its mixed seating and 'non-Kosher' 

women's mechitza 

Without change, the shul would die 

Maurice Sava! was a practical businessman who would 

understand this - he was, after all, the one who came up with 

the mixed seating solution in the first place. 

In December 2001, Slate and other dissidents attempted to 

adjudicate the matter before the Boston Orthodox Beth Din. A 

month later, the head of the Beth Din, Rabbi Abraham Halbfinger, 

sent Michael Rubin, The Boston Synagogue's president, a letter 

summoning him to a proceeding: 
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Beth Din Summons Letter, 2002 

The Board had three reactions to the letter: (a) if it agreed to the 

proceeding, a negative outcome was certain; (b) it was upset that the 

letter appeared to be an involuntary summons, despite the fact that 

Bet Din adjudication requires the consent of both sides; and (c) it felt 

that Rabbi Halbfinger, the head of the Beth Din, had a conflict of 

interest with respect to The Boston Synagogue dating back to the 

Vilna Shul receivership proceedings. 

After considering the matter at a Board meeting, Ruth Fein, Chair, 

and Michael Rubin, President, responded to Halbfinger that the 

Board was the appropriate party for ruling on these issues, and it 

declined to participate in the Bet Din process. 
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Sir<rrcly. 

0~? ~ ... ~ 
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Mkbatl Rubin 
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T~ S.Won Sy111,oguc 

The Boston Synagogue Response to Bet Din Summons 

The shul officers also considered the possibility that opponents 

would file litigation in Massachusetts Superior Court. In preparation, 

a legal review was performed -- which suggested that Massachusetts 

courts consistently had declined to rule on religious ritual issues 

(based on First Amendment considerations). As the Vilna Shul 

Special Master stated over a decade earlier on the subject of Boston's 

Synagogue's religious status (due to its mixed seating): 

... judicial inquiry into Charles River Park's orthodoxy 1s 

forbidden. Mixed seating is a matter of pure religious 

doctrine, an area into which judicial intrusion is barred by 

both the common law and the First Amendment to the 

United States Constitution. Solomon v. Congregation 

Tiffereth Israel of Revere,138 344 Mass. 755, 756 (1962); 

United Kosher Butchers Association v. Associated 

138 In Solomon, members of an Orthodox Jeu·ish congregation sued to pre\'ent a 
mo\'e to mixed seating, claiming it ,·iolated their property rights as members. The 
court dismissed the case on First Amendment grounds. 
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Synagogues of Greater Boston,1 39 349 Mass. 595, 598 (1965); 

Wheeler v. Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Boston, 378 

Mass. 58, 63 (1979); Antioch Temple, Inc. v. Parekh, 383 

Mass. 854, 859-860 (1981). 

Alan J. Dimond, Master; Master's Draft Report April 28, 1987, The Vilner 
Congregation vs. Attorney General of the Commonwealth, Massachusetts 
Supreme Judicial Court for Suffolk County No. 85-290 

Fortunately no lawsuit was filed. The Boston Synagogue 

proceeded with the change, with the membership amending the 

shul's mission statement in the bylaws from: 

OLD14o 

The purpose of this congregation shall be the maintenance 
of a place of worship according to Orthodox Hebrew Rites 

and for other related matters such as educational, cultural 

and social activities. 

to: 

NEW 
The purpose of this congregation shall be the maintenance 

of a place of worship and for other related matters such as 

educational, cultural and social activities, all of which are 

designed to serve the diverse and ever changing needs of the 

community of Jews in Downtown Boston while maintaining 

Jewish traditions, practices and customs. 
The Boston Synagogue bylaws 

139 United Kosher Butchers involved an association of Kosher butchers that employed a 
Orthodox rabbi for Kosher supervision. The rabbi formerly was associated with the 
'official' V'aad Harabbonim (a division of the defendant), but had a falling out with 
the V'aad and resigned. In response, the V'aad, which provided the supervision for 
most Kosher caterers, told the caterers that they could no longer buy food from 
these butchers, since the butchers were now using a non-V'aad affiliated rabbi. The 
butchers sued the V'aad for restraint of trade; the Court dismissed the case on First 
Amendment religious grounds. 

140 The use of the word 'old' is relative. As previously noted, the original 
incorporation papers for Beth Jacob and Amedrish Agudal Anshi Sfard only referred 
to Jewish worship and said nothing about Orthodox rites. The latter only was added 
in the 1940 incorporation papers at the time of the North Russell/ Beth Jacob 
merger. In this context, the 'new' bylaws, which are not limited to a particular Jewish 
denomination, are more consistent with the verbiage of the 1888 and 1902 charters. 
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In conjunction with this change, the shul's articles of incorporation 

now state: 

The purpose of the corporation is to engage in the following 

activities: To conduct worship services and to engage in 

other religious, social and cultural activities; and to engage in 

and carry on any other activities permitted to a corporation 

organized under Chapter 180 of the Massachusetts General 

Laws, but only to the extent that such activities shall not 

preclude the classification of the corporation as an 

organization exempt under Section 501 (c) (3) of the Internal 

Revenue Code. 

The egalitarian conflict was a painful episode and it resulted in a 

small number of people leaving the shul. As a result, however, others 

who would have found the previous ritual unacceptable began to 

perceive the synagogue as more welcoming and attractive. As a 

result, membership grew - something that was vital for restoring the 

synagogue to financial sustainability. In particular, the shul became 

an acceptable place for parents with daughters who wanted bat 

mitzvahs - as well as for young professional women. 

In conjunction with the ritual change, the shul needed to decide 

how it would characterize itself in response to inevitable affiliatio n 

questions. After considering different choices, the shul adopted the 

term 'transdenominational' to reflect the new mission statement. 

Not coincidentally, this was the term used by the Hebrew College 
Rabbinical School, with whom The Boston Synagogue had developed 

a close relationship. 

One poignant story regarding the egalitarian move comes from 

Susan Weingarten, who commented that shortly after the change, 

Michael Rubin was contacted by an elderly lady from Brookline. The 

woman told him that many years earlier she had been an officer of 

the North Russell Street Ladies' Auxiliary, and that they still had a 

bank account with an approximately $1,000 balance. She and her 

friend, also part of the Auxiliary, appreciated the changes at the shul 

and decided that they should now close out the account and donate 

the money to the shul - thereby terminating their organization. 
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Investing in the Building 

One result of the increasing membership (and with it, increased 

operating funds) was that the shul could deal with building 

maintenance, which had been neglected in the 1990s. The synagogue 
stopped using duct tape to repair the roof, which the roofers advised 

only made matters worse. After consulting with competent 

contractors, the roof was replaced in stages over a period of years, 

while also shoring up the roof - in danger of collapse -- with steel 

girders. 141 

When the shul's air conditioning system failed in 2008 (requiring a 

complete HVAC replacement) the board decided to invest in an 

innovative, high-efficiency ductless heat pump system, which in 

addition to being socially responsible (there was a 70% BTU 

reduction), led to a 57% reduction in energy costs with a five-year 

payback. 

In 2012, the shul decided that it needed to convert underutilized 

coat closets and spare office space into multipurpose rooms to 

accommodate Hebrew School classes and small meetings / functions. 

This corrected a serious design oversight from the Saval days. 

Current Situation 

As a result of these efforts, the shul has been operating with an 

operating surplus for some years and membership is growing. Unlike 

10 to 15 years ago, when people were asking how long the shul could 

survive, the issue going forward is how it can do better. There is an 

increasing sense of optimism about the future. 

141 Despite a previously mentioned board member's fears, the total cost was less 
than $100,000 including roof reinforcement, not $250,000. 
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Chapter 14 

Looking Back: The Past 125 Years 

Looking at the narrative of The Boston Synagogue and its 

predecessor shuls over the past 125 years, one can observe several 

broad themes: 

A. Demographics rule 

The history of The Boston Synagogue needs to be considered as 

part of broader demographic trends and not in isolation: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

When immigrant Jews came to America and moved into the 

West End, the shuls thrived. 

When increasingly prosperous Jews left the immigrant 

strongholds of the L Torth and West Ends and moved to 
'better' neighborhoods in Dorchester, Mattapan and Roxbury, 

the shuls came under severe distress and were forced to merge 

to survive. 

As the remaining Jewish population in downtown became less 

observant, the continuation of an 'Orthodox' shul, even one 
with mixed seating, became problematic. 

More recently, as downtown Boston began to gentrify (either 

through normal gentrification processes or via Charles River 

Park-style urban renewal), an increasing population of Jews 

has made it increasingly possible to sustain a shul in the area. 

Fortunately, recent Boston Development Authority data published 

in the Boston Globe (March 3, 2013) suggests that demographic trends 

are in the shul's favor: 
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POPULATION CHANGE. BY NEJGHBORHOOO (2000-2010) 
P£RCaiWlE CHARl.ESTOWH n ,•8.1~ 

filSlll\t l(GAlM 

B. Not the rich people's shul 

BOS'fON 
+4.B:n(, • 

The Boston Synagogue's history largely has been the story of 

relatively poor Jews (with the noteworthy exception of Maurice Sa val) 

who decided that having a shul as a focus for a warm Jewish 

communal life was important to them. Compared to places like 

Temple Israel, the predecessor shuls never were places for the rich 

and powerful.142 

C. Association with prominent rabbis and ritual 
leaders 

One of the greatest surprises coming out of this history was the 

extent to which some eminent rabbis and ritual leaders have been 

associated with the shul, starting with the Ramaz and Rabbi 

142 Although for a time, North Russell Street was the establishment shul in the West 
End. 
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Friederman at the turn of the 20th century. This extends to the 

Soloveitchiks in the Saval years; the smart young talent recruited by 

Saval and Fox (Nadler, Fishman, Feldman and Gopin); more 

recently, Rabbis Lehmann/Leader and the others at Hebrew College; 

as well as Rabbi Axelrad, Rabbi Lanckton and Dr. David Fishman. 

To a great extent, these relationships are the result of being located 

in Boston, one of the great centers of Jewish population and learning 

in America. However it also reflects favorably on lay leadership's 

ability to find and recruit high quality rabbinic talent. 

D. No movement affiliation 

Most synagogues in America today are defined by their movement 

affiliation; e.g., Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, Chabad, or Recon­

structionist. In contrast, The Boston Synagogue and its predecessors 

never have been a part of a movement. 

In the early days, the nature of the synagogue was determined by 

'rebbe/ grand rabbi' type rabbis such as Margolies, Friederman, 

Margolis and Yudlevich. If Margolies and Friederman were founders 

of Agudath Harabbonim, then the predecessor shuls were Agudath­

leaning as well. 

Increasingly, as lay leadership asserted greater control, the 

predecessor shul rabbis became rabbis rather than rebbes. However 

the previous rebbe-affiliation was never replaced by shul-affiliation, 

for the following reasons: 

• 

• 

Being in Boston, it was easy to hire new rabbis in a manner 

that would not be possible in places like the rural Midwest. As 

a result, there was never a need to affiliate to gain access to 

movement rabbis. 

Given the increasing financial stress on the predecessor shuls 

as the population declined, the annual dues would have been 

burdensome. 

Particularly in recent years, the lack of affiliation facilitated 

flexibility. As one illustration: even when the Charles River Park 

Synagogue under Sava! was informally aligned with Soloveitchik and 

modern Orthodoxy, it had mixed seating (which presumably made 

Rav Soloveitchik less than happy; and it is unclear that he ever visited 
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the building). 

E. At the epicenter of some major trends in 
American Judaism 

By being associated with prominent rabbis in Boston yet never 

being part of a movement, the predecessor shuls have been part of 

some major trends in American Judaism: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Starting with the Agudath Harabbonim resistance to Reform 

Judaism in the Margolies/Friederman period 

Moving to more mainstream Orthodoxy in the 20s (Sharfman 

and Lifland dealing with the pain of real life issues for 

secularizing Jews) 

Embracing a form of modern Orthodoxy with Soloveitchik in 

the Saval days (yet having mixed seating) 

More recently, embracing the egalitarian/ transdenominational 

approach taken by the rabbis at Gann Academy and Hebrew 

College; and borrowing from the intimacy of the havurah and 

Chabad approaches to Judaism. 

F. Need to stay nimble 

One thing that has become clear is that over 125 years, one cannot 

rely on static business models. In 1888, President Robensohn of CB] 

could count on a rising tide of Jews that would lift all shuls in the 

West End. On that basis, building a large modern shul commissioned 

by a well-known local architect (Norcross) made sense. 

And in general, bigger was better, as seen by the success of Ohabei 

Shalom, Temple Israel et al. By way of a reminder, note that "Beth 

Hamedrash Hagodol" (the formal name for the :North Russell Street 

Shul) means Big House of Study. 

Fast-forward 50 years, and demographic change made the business 

model of Beth Hamedrash Hagadol untenable. There were not 

enough Jews in downtown to fill a place that large, and those that 

were still in the neighborhood generally were not Orthodox and 

rarely attended services. Even without urban renewal, it is unclear 

that North Russell Street would have survived without radical 
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changes. 

Fast-forward 100 years, and The Boston Synagogue's leadership 

changed its business model to reflect its belief that for many Jews, 

being small and intimate increasingly trumped large and formal. As a 

result, the shul is now doing relatively well. 

This is not to say that things can stay as they are. The clear lesson 

of the past 125 years is that one needs to be nimble to survive, and 

evolve as needed. 

G. A few laypeople have made a big difference 

The Boston Synagogue exists today because of the dedication of 

lay leaders who decided that having a shul in the West End was 

important and whose families devoted significant time to the shul. 

This began with Elias Kamberg in the 1890s along with other 

members of his family through the 1941 merger. It continued with 

the Slate family, beginning with Hyman Slate at the time of urban 

renewal and including Jonathan Slate as Vice Chairman in the 1990s 

during a period of desperate survival. Then there was :\iaurice Saval, 

who refused to accept the destruction of the North Russell Street 

Shul without seeing to its replacement; and, once the shul was built, 

ran it for twenty years . After Saval died, without the support of 

Judge John Fox and leaders like Bob Stern and Larry Baras, the shul 

would not have survived the 1990s. More recently, Susan Weingarten 

and her family, along with Mike Rubin and Bette Siegel, have played a 

vital role in making The Boston Synagogue a viable and vibrant 

community. 

In addition, numerous other people who were not shul presidents 

have provided important week-in week-out support, such as: 

• 

• 

Muriel Kantor Z"L, a Radcliffe graduate and chemistry teacher . 

On a regular basis, Muriel would volunteer to clean up after 

Shabbat morning Kiddush as her contribution to the shul, and 

then would sit reading books from the shul library afterwards. 

Alan Gelb, who has been at ,·irtually every service for years; 

and Gerry Kleinstein, who in addition has been a regular chazzan 

and Torah reader. Those who attend also serve, and those who 

serve make a real contribution. 

208 



• 

• 

• 

• 

Rachel Semigran, who post-Bat Mitzvah has been helping to 

prepare Kiddush on Shabbat mornings on a regular basis. 

Flom·e and H enry Einhorn, who volunteered for years to clean 

the laundry in the rabbi's apartment. 

Shlomo Pinkas, who has been acting as the shul's gabbai for 

years. 

Kel/y Burnett, The Boston Synagogue's administrator, who 

helped propel the shul into the world of social media. 

Without good administrators, very little happens. 

Running a shul takes work by a lot of people. The Boston 

Synagogue honors those who have served over the past 125 years, in 

whatever capacity. 
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Chapter 15 

Looking to the Future 

While we respect the people who preceded us (and in honor of 

whom we created this 125th anniversary retrospective), we believe 

that the mission of the shul is to look forward and to find new ways 

to meet the diverse and evolving needs of Jews in downtown Boston. 

We are not a museum commemorating a dead past, we are a living 

organic community. As Maurice Saval once wrote: 

It's important to understand that we did not rebuild this 

historic house of worship merely out of filial devotion to the 

dead or to erect a monument to what was, but we hoped to 

inspire and challenge a new generation of urban residing 

Jews to restore a communal religious spirit. 

Maurice Sava!, unattributed quote from The Boston Synagogue archives 

If we accomplish our objectives successfully, our hope is that other 

Jews will be in a position to do a retrospective on us in 2038 or 2088 

(our 1 SOth and 200th anniversaries, respectively) . Hopefully, they 

will have nice things to say about us; but more importantly, we hope 

that they will be able to point to a vibrant shul and Jewish community 

in downtown Boston. 
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Appendix 1 

A Geography Lesson 

Given that the only predecessor shul building that exists today is 

Anshei Libavitz at 8 Smith Court, two obvious questions are: where 

were the other buildings located and what are on the sites today? 

The following chart from The Last Tenement superimposes the 

locations of the pre-urban renewal streets on a modern map. 

On this map, we also show where each of our predecessor shul 

streets was located, along with the current location of The Boston 

Synagogue. These shuls include: 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 
• 

Congregation Beth Jacob: Originally at 11 Minot Street, then 

moved to 24 Wall Street (also had a building at 30 Wall) 

Beth Hamedrash Hagadol (Anshe Sfard)/Beth 

Hamedrash Hagadol Beth Jacob: 28/ 30 North Russell Street 

EinJacob (Anshe Vilna): 16 Poplar Street 

Mishkan Shlomo/ Anshai Birsh: 71 Poplar Street 

Anshei Libavitz: 8 Smith Court 

Charles River Park Synagogue/ The Boston Synagogue: 

55 Martha Road; at the bottom of the Amy Court cul de sac 
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Mishkan 
Shlomo 
71 Poplar 

,/ 
r 

Map Superimposing The Pre-Urban Renewal Map 

With The Current Map 

= 

Beth Jacob ( 1) 
11Minot 

Source: The Last T enement and The Boston Synagogue analysis 
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The next step in the process is to determine the modern location 

for each predecessor shul. Looking first at Congregation Beth Jacob, 

Minot and Wall Streets were a short block to the north of Leverett. 

This suggests that these shuls were located near what is now Martha 

Road/ Lomasney Way. 

Given that Wall Street was located parallel to North Station, the 

location of 24 Wall is close to the rear of where the Basketball 

City / Propark garage is located, on the side nearest to West End 

Place. [In the way of continual change, the garage owner is seeking 

to replace this with a new mixed use high-rise, so future readers may 

need to see what is built at 15 / 21 Lomasney Way.] 

Propark Garage Today 
(West End Place to the Left) 

Looking next at North Russell Street Shul, a detailed 1917 map 

from the Boston Public Library's Norman Leventhal Map Center 

shows the synagogue in the center of the block bounded by: North 

Russell (to the east); Cambridge (to the south); Blossom (to the west); 

and Parkman (to the north). In addition, by 1923, the shul also 

owned 24-26-30 North Russell, to the right of the 28 North Russell 

parcel. 

215 



1917 Map of North Russell Street Shul and Environs 

28 >;orth 
Ru ssell 

Courtesy of Boston Public Library's , orman Leventhal Map Center 

24-26-30 
:--Jorth Russell 

Given that three of the four streets of this block still exist (and the 

location for the fourth, :N'orth Russell Street, can be determined by 

extending a line north from South Russell Street), it is clear the North 

Russell Street Shu! site is now part of parking lot of the Charles River 

Plaza garage. 
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Approximate Location of North Russell Street Shul 
Superimposed on Modern Map 

(lighter shade is entire block; darker shade is shul footprint) 
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View of Charles River Plaza from Irving Street Side: 
Synagogue site is directly north of Irving 

(past Cambridge Street, which runs left to right) in CRP parking lot 

A pre-urban renewal shot taken from approximately the same 

Irving Street vantage point shows the rear of the N orth Russell Street 

Shul in the background center le ft. 

Man and a Produce Cart at the Corner 
of Irving and Cambridge Streets, 1957 

Source: The Bostonian SocietY 
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With respect to the Poplar Street shuls: Poplar was located one 

block north of Massachusetts General Hospital (bounded by Allen 

Street running East/West, which terminated at Blossom running 

North/ South). 
Based on a review of detailed 1917 maps, Miskhan Shlomo was 

located on the grassy knoll to the left of the Blossom Court cul de 

sac, while Ein Jacob was near the two Hawthorne buildings. 

M lahk•n 
Shlomo 
71 Poplar 

Approximate Location of Poplar Street Shuls 
In Shaded Circles 

Boston Synagogue 

Finally, the location of Anshei Libavitz on Beacon Hill is easy to 

locate, since the building still exists at 8 Smith Court. In 1972, it was 

sold back to the African-American community, who owned the 

building in the 19th century. The community's goal has been to 

restore the building to its original appearance as the African Meeting 

House. 
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Appendix 2 

Listing of Predecessor Shul Rabbis and 
Ritual Directors 

The following is a listing, to the best of The Boston Synagogue's 

current knowledge, of all rabbis / cantors / shammases / ritual directors 

who worked at the predecessor shuls of The Boston Synagogue as 

well as the current facility. An 'x' indicates that the shul was in 

existence, but that there is no available information on rabbis / ritual 

directors; grey shading indicates that the shul was not in existence in 

that particular year. 
To the extent that anyone can add to the shul's knowledge base, 

please contact the synagogue office at office@bostonsynagogue.org. 

1888 

1889 

1890 

1891 

1892 

1893 

1894 

1895 

1896 

1897 

1898 

Cong 
Beth 
Jacob 

no listing 

no l:s:.:ng 

:to i:s:.:rig 

no hsung 

r.o hsung 

nobu:-:g 

'.\ l.S. 
.\hrgohcs. 
Lewis 
Kamper 

'.\ l. S. 
'.\ l argoiics, I. 
Bc: r csofs'.i:~· 

:'.f. S. 
'.\hrgohcs, 
JacobOshray 

:\LS 
'.\hrgohcs, 
JacobOshray 

).I S. 
'.\ lugol:cs,J 
Rachlt.orsk~· 

EinJacob 
(Anshe 
Vilna) 

n''·'' 
" 

r:o hs:.:ng 

no hnmg 

nohm:-:g 

:'lObur:g 

1888-1940 

Mishkan 
Shlomo/ 
Anshai 
Birch 

no hsting 
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Anshei 
Libavitz 

no hsung 

:-.o l:s:.:ng 

no l:s:.:ng 

no hsung 

:10 bang 

no hsong 

:to i:s:.::tg 

no l:s-.:mg 

'.\ l.S '.\largob 

Ada th 
Jesura 
Nusach 
Ari 

r:ohs:mg 

Beth 
Hamedrash 
Hagadol 
(Anshe Sfard) 

nohsm:g 

no hsung 

no l:s::r:g 



Cong EinJacob Mishkan Anshei Ada th Beth 
Beth (Ans he Shlomo/ Libavitz Jesura Hamedrash 
Jacob Vi!na) Anshai Nusach Hagadol 

Birch Ari (Anshe Sfard) 

1899 .\LS. no hsong; Amer no hsong .\i.S . .\iargolis no listing nohsung 
.\hrgohes,J Jewish Yearbook 
Rachkoosky hstS Rabbi 

Fncdcrman 

1900 .\LS. no listing no !ming .\f .S. Margolis M.SMargolics no lmmg 
.\iargolies,J 
Rachkoosky 

1901 .\LS. no hsung no hsung M.S .. Ma.rgolis .\LS .\fargohes no lm:ng 
.\largohn,J 
Rachkoos~· 

1902 .\tS. no hsung nobsung no lining .\l.S .\iargohcs; no hsung 
.\h.rgo!:es,J D:.1.v1d Pcarlson 
R.3chkooskr 

1903 .\l.S. S.J. Fnedcrman no rabbi .\tS . .\iargolics in .\l.S .\lugolies no fating 
.\hrgolies,J m.-\JY AJY D-avid Pcarlson 
Rachkoosky 

1904 .\1.S. no listing IsaacBariu no listing M.S.\largolies; D . .\f. Rubino\;tz 
.\{argolles,J Rabbi, Abram David Pcarlson 
~chkoosky lllman sexton 

1905 .\LS. no listi."1.g IsaacBaritz no listing ~i.S~hrgolics; D.~[. Rubinovitz 
~fargolies,J Rlbbi, Ahr-am David Pc:ar!son 
R:achkoosky Illm:mscx1on 

1906 J R:achkooskJ no !isci.'l.g Is:aacBaritz }.l Kopclowitz David Pc:adson D.~I. Rubinontz 
R:abb1,Abram (Globe wedding 
Illmanscxion artifl.e) 

1907 H. Epmin,J S.J. Fricdcrman Isuc Baritz no listing no rabbi no ubb1 
Rachkoosky and Isaac Baritz Rabbi, Abum 

rabbis; I. Hillman sexton 
Rabmontz 

1908 H.Epmm,J SJ Fncdcrman Isaac Bantz no listing Wolf ~hrgol..is; ~{arcus Hillman rabbi 
Rachkoosky and Isaac Bantz Rabbi, Abram Abraham 

rabbis; I. Hillmanscnon Pantanov.1ch 
Rabmov1u 
sexton 

1909 H. Epsmn,J Isaac Banu;L luacBamz no listing Wolf}.fargolis; ~larcusHi.llman; 

Rachkoosky Rabmovnz Rabbi, Abram Abraham Harns Lerner scxwn 
Hillman sexton Pantanow1ch 

1910 H. Epstein,] lsaacBamz;L Isaac Bariu Wolf Margolis ~farcus Hillman and 
Rachkoosky Rabino\"Jtz Rabbi, Abram Hyman Sharfman, 

11.lman sexton rabbis; Hams Lerner 

1911 H. Epsmn,J Isaac Banuand I IsaacBamz Wo!fMargolit; ~larcus Hillman and 
Rachkoosky Rabmo,·iu rabbis Rabbi, Abram Ahn.ham Hyman Sharfman, 

11.lman sexton PantanoWlth rabbis; Harns Lerner 
seuon; 

1912 HarryEpsmn nolisnng Isaac Bann Wolf ~brgoht; ~hrcus Hillman and 
andSamud Rabbi, Abram Ahn.ham Hyman Sharfman, 
Goldstein, Illman sexton Pantanowich rabbis; Harns Lerner 
Rabb1s;S. 
Rohm.son, 

1913 no rabbi; S Isaac Baritzand I lsaacBariu A.A. Yudlevitz; Hyman Sharfman, 
Robinson Rabino,·iu Rabbi, Abram Abraham rabbi; Harris Lerner 
Sexton lllman sexton Pam anowich 

1914 Simon Price Isaac Baritz and I Isaac Baritz A.A. Yud!cvitz; Hyman Sharfman, 
rabbi.;S R:abinontz Rabbi Simon Cohen rabbi; Hams Lerner 
Robmson Sexton 
Sexton 
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Cong EinJacob Mishkan Anshei Ada th Beth 
Beth (Anshe Shlomo/ Libavitz Jesura Hamedrash 
Jacob Vilna) Anshai Nusach Hagadol 

Birch Ari (Anshe Sfard) 

1915 Simon Pr:cc Isaac Bar::z Isu.cBar::z :\ . .\. Yudlc1·11z, H~man S::arfman, 
ribb1; S Rabb: Simo:'! Cohen rabbi 
Rob:r:so:'l 
Sexton 

1916 Simon Pr:cc ha:.i.cBar:tz ha:.i.c Bamz .-\ . .\. Yudlcntz Hymar.Sharfmar:, 
rabb:; S Ribb1 rabb: 

Robmrn:-: 
Sexton 

1917 Simon Pr:cc hucBar::z no l:sur.g no rabb: l:stcd HymanShu!'mar .. 

rabbi 

1918 Simo:-: Pr:cc lsucBar::i nolisung Joseph Lifland .\ . .\. Yudlc•·itz Hyma:iSharfmar.. 
rabbi 

1919 Aaron lsaacBar::z lsuc\"oilt Joscpt: Lifland no rabb~ I.med Hymar.Shar!"mar., 
'.\l:u:co,-::z; rabbi 

:\forrn Lei·::: 

rabbis 

1920 .-\aron Isaac Bar::z Isaac \"olk Joseph L;fland Samuel Leflar.cl Hymar:Sharfmar. 
'.\ (ancO\"!:z; 
:i.forr:s Lcr::: 

rabb:s 

1921 .-\uon Isaac Bar:tz Isaac \ "ol'.: Joseph LiOand Sam udLdh :id H~·man Sharfman 

'.\ la:-:con:z; 

'.\{oms LcY:n 
rabbis 

1922 .·\iron lsaacBar::z norabbilmed H~·man Shar!'mar. 
'.\lar.co1·:~z; 

'.\lorr:s Lei·::-: 
rabba 

1923 ;\aron Wt.c B:Uia Joscpi:. L1fia:'ld SamuelLeflar:d H~·mar: Shar!'mar. 
:\la:-.co1·1:z, 
'.\lorr:s Lc1·:n 

rabb:s 

1924 :\aron 
:\ l anCO\":U~ 

'.\ lorns Lenn 
rabbis 

1925 .-\aron 
:'. l anco\":rz; 
) !oms Lenn 
rabbis 

1926 ;\uon 
'.\ la:icon:z, 
'.\lorr:s Lc'":n 
rabb:s 

1927 Aaron Jacob Shohct 
'.\l1nco1·:tz; 

'.\ lorr:s Lc1·:n 
rabb:s 

1928 '.\lorr:sLc1·~ JacobShohct 

1929 :\!oms Lc1·:n 

1930 '.\!oms Len:: 

1931 

r 
1932 I> 

1933 

1934 

1935 

1936 
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Cong EinJacob Mishkan Anshei Ada th Beth 
Beth (Anshe Shlomo/ Libavitz Jesura Hamedrash 
Jacob Vilna) Anshai Nusach Hag ado I 

Birch Ari (Anshe Sfard) 

1937 

1938 

1939 

1940 

1941-2013 

Anshei Libavitz Beth Hamedrash Boston Synagogue 
Hagadol Beth Jacob 

1941 

1942 

1943 

1944 

1945 

1946 

1947 

1948 

1949 

1950 

1951 

1952 

1953 

1954 

1955 

1956 

1957 

1958 

1959 

1960 

1961 

1962 

1963 

1964 

1965 

1966 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

1971 
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Anshei Libavitz Beth Hamedrash Boston Syn agogue 
H agadol Beth Jacob 

1972 WiJIJb: 

~ 
Shalom Cohen, Ritual Director 

1973 ·w*' Shalom Cohen, Ritual Director 

1974 Shalom Cohen, Ritual Director 

1975 Shalom Cohen, Ritual Director 

1976 Shalom Cohen, Ritual Di rector 

1977 Shalom Cohen, Ritual Director 
., 

1978 Shalom Cohen, Ritual Director 

1979 Shalom Cohen, Ritual Directer 

1980 Rabbi :\'adler 

' 1981 Rabbi :\'adler 

1982 ~:',:,.;''!ti Rabbi '.'\adler 

1983 Da,-id Fishman, ritual director 

1984 Dadd Fishman, ritual director 
•: 

1985 Da,-id Fishman, rirual director 

1986 \ill Da,;d Fishman, rirual director 

1987 Oa,;d Fishman, ritual director 
~ 

1988 @. Da,-id Fishman, ritual director 
+ 

1989 ·w@ ' 
1990 :~ ' 
1991 Rabbi Gopm 

1992 Rabbi Gopin 

1993 

IW 0 
Xorman Rosenfield ritual director 

1994 
@r 

'.\:"orman Rosenfield ritual director 

'"'""'"' 
1995 ::\orman Rosenfield ritual director 

1996 ::\orman Rosenfield rirual director 

1997 '."\orman Rosenfield ritual director 

1998 it% 
::\orman Rosenfield ritual director 

1999 %"'' Rabbi Daniel Lehman/ Ehn Leader Periodic 
Shabbats 

2000 Rabbi Daniel Lehman/ Ebo Leader Periodic 
Shabbats 

2001 - Ebn Leader periodic Shabbats; '.\ like Rubin 

• ritual director 

2002 Ehn Leader periodic Shabbats; :\like Rubin 
ritual direcror 

2003 ,,,,. Xoah \\ .. eingarten, ritual directer 

2004 ::\oab \'Ceingarten, ritual director 

2005 )\oah \\"cingancn, ritual directer 

.. %y di ~ 

2006 ~- ;% 'I' Judi Ehrlich intern; :.\'oah w·eingarten ritual 
director 

.. 
2007 .\llison Solomon imem; ::\oah \\"eingarten 

ritual director 

2008 i\ Da,-id Cohen Henriquez intern 

2009 1:1 ~ Da,;d Cohen Henriquez intern 
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Anshei Libavitz 

2010 

2011 

2012 

2013 

Beth Hamedrash 
Hagadol Beth Jacob 
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Boston Synagogue 

Rabbi Ben Lanckton Rabbi in Residence; 
Tamar Grimm intern 

Rabbi Ben Lanckton, Rabbi in Residence; Eric 
Cohen Intern 

Rabbi Ben Lanckton, Rabbi in Residence; 
Getzel Davis lmern 

Rabbi Daniel Klein Rabbi in Residence; David 
Finkelstein intern 



Appendix 3 

Bylaws: North Russell Street Mishnah 
Study Group 

The Regulation of The Mishnayos Study Group of Beth 
HaMedrash Hagadol Anshi Sfard Boston 

[Translation from the Hebrew] 

First Regulation 

Each and every one of the above Study Group is obligated 

to learn 26 chapters of Mishnayos every month if he is a 

scholar. 

Second Regulation 
One member of the Study Group is required to study his 

share of Mishnayos between Mincha and Maariv, so people 

who are interested to study in a group could join him. 

Third Regulation 
In addition, one of the members of the Study Group is 

required to study in each and every Shabbat, Hilchos 

Shabbat [Shabbat rules and regulations] in order to join the 

people who are not required to study the 26 Mishnayos on 

their own since they do not have the time to come to the 

Synagogue to study a chapter of Mishnayos with the group 

between Mincha and Maariv. Consequently one is obligated 

to come on Saturday to study Shabbas rules and regulations. 

Fourth Regulation 
The Sium of the Mishnayos [completion of the 26 chapters 

of Mishnayos] must take place exactly at the end of the 

respective month. 

Fifth Regulation 
If it will transpire that one of the group did not complete his 

required share of Mishnayos, he must inform the Gabbai of 

the abm'e Study Group pnor to the Sium how many 
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chapters he did not study and during the Sium he should set 

a fine for himself. If, God forbid, he will do that again, he 

should also set a fine for himself; however, if after two times 

he again would not study the share he took upon himself the 

Gabbai may impose a fine on him according to his own 

judgment up to three times and then if still he did not fulfill 

what he undertook, the Gabbai together with two other 

members of the Study Group can dismiss him from the 

above Study Group. 

Sixth Regulation 
If any member of the above Study Group passes the one 

hundred and twenty years mark [i.e., dies], the members of 

the Study Group must study chapters of Mishnayos in the 

name of the deceased for the holy soul and to assemble a 

Minyan at the home of the deceased in the morning and in 

the evening for 7 days, and to divide saying the Kaddish up 

to 11 months. Also on the Shlosheem the above Study 

Group should get together and study Mishnayos in the name 

of the deceased and should mention his soul for the good, 

because the memory of a Zadik is a blessing. 

That should be the case when there will be about twenty 

people who are able to study Mishnayos. But, when God will 

bless them and the number of those who are able to study 

Mishnayos will grow to forty or more then they should 

divide the complete Six Divisions of the Mishna into thirty, 

which is in accordance with the opinion of our Holy Fathers; 

and also, they should distribute Chapters of Mishnayos, in 

the name of the deceased, on his Yahrzeit every year. 

Seventh Regulation 
If somebody comes to join the Study Group, and be a part 

of it, then the Gabbai would decide how much he has to pay. 

The Gabbai will make his decision according to the place, 

the time, and the man. 

Eighth Regulation 
The person who is elected from the above Study Group to 

be a Gabbai, should not deter from reminding the members 
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at every opportunity and any time, if they are diligent in the 

Mishnayos to study every day, and he should be concerned 

with every detail which contributes to the well being of this 

Study Group. 

Ninth Regulation 

It is an obligation of every member of the Study Group to 

make sure that the Gabbai fulfills what is stated in the Eighth 

Regulation. And if it transpires that he does not, another 

person should be very quickly appointed irrespective of 

offending the Gabbai, since the tardiness of the Study Group 

is a consequence of the laziness of the Gabbai. 

Tenth Regulation 
The money that belongs to the Mishnayos Study Group 

should be deposited in a bank acceptable to the Study Group 

and the Bank's books should be maintained by two people 

selected by the Study Group. 

Eleventh Regulation 

It is customary for the Study Group to buy books and mend 

books and also to have a dinner when appropriate. In these 

cases the Gabbai has the power and permission to do 

whatever he finds appropriate. 

Twelfth Regulation 

Each and every member of this Study Group must pay 18 

cents to the Study Group on any occasion that he has a 

Yahrzeit and the Gabbai can do with this money whatever 

he pleases . 

Thirteenth Regulation 

On every Holiday the Mishnayos Study Group must study 

the appropriate Masechta for that Holiday and also study on 

the day when Yizkor takes place. 

Fourteenth Regulation 
The money that is held at the Mishnayos Study Group 

belongs to the Mishnayos Study Group Beth Hamedrash 

Hagadol Anshi Sfard at North Russell Street; however the 

Beth Hamedrash has no claim whatsoever on this money. 
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Fifteenth Regulation 

Every year, in the week of Parsha Noach, the Study Group 

should have a general meeting where seven arbitrators would 

be selected by a lottery, who would be responsible to select 

two Gabbais, a First Gabbai and a Second Gabbai. 

Sixteenth Regulation 

The seven arbitrators will select the Gabbais during the 

Hanukah holiday every year and the Gabbais should be from 

the members who are studying 26 Mishnayos per month. 

Seventeenth Regulation 

If somebody is interested to )Olll the Study Group the 

Gabbai should first read to him all of these regulations and 

then ask him if he accepts of all these regulations. The 

Gabbai then will consult with the seven arbitrators regarding 

this person and together they decide his case. 

Eighteenth Regulation 
If a person comes and he is interested to join the Study 

Group based on the Second and Third Regulations by saying 

that he too can come every evening to study a chapter of 

Mishna with the group, and he says in addition that he would 

come every Shabbat to learn Hilchos Shabbat with the 

group, then his name would not be included in the books 

until a period of a half a year in order to verify that indeed he 

can carry out his claim. 

Translation: Gerald Kleinstein 
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Appendix4 

Rabbi Moses Margolies 
Boston Shul Affiliations 

1893 

1894 

1895 

1896 

1897 

1898 

1899 

1900 

1901 

1902 

1903 

1904 

1905 

Beth 
Jacob 

Anshi 
Libawich 

Source: Boston City Directories 

Adath 
Jesura 
Nusach 

Ari 
Beth 
Israel 
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Chawre 
Thilim 

Shaari 
Terusalem 

Shaari 
Zion Count 



Appendix 5 

Rabbi Solomon Friederman 
Boston Shul Affiliations 

Sfardis An she Ans he Ans he 
Ein Tacob Con" Stonier Wilkomeer Zhitomer 

1896 x 

1897 x 

1898 

1899 x x 

1900 x x 

1901 x x 

1902 x 

1903 
listed in 

x 
AJY 

1904 

1905 

1906 

1907 x 

1908 x 

1909 

1910 

1911 

1912 

1913 

19 14 

19 15 

1916 

1917 

19 18 

19 19 

1920 

1921 

1922 

231 

An 
Shaari Tagi 

ierusalcm Tacob Count 

1 

1 

0 

2 

2 

2 

x 2 

x 3 

x x 2 

x x 2 

x x 2 

x 2 

x 2 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

x 1 

no rabbi 
1 

listed 

no rabbi 
1 

listed 



An 
Sfardis Anshe Ans he Ans he Shaari Tagi 

EinJacob Con2 Stonier Wilkomeer Zhitomer ierusalem Tacob Count 

1923 
no rabbi 

I 
li sted 

1924 
no rabbi 

I 
li sted 

1925 
no rabbi 

I 
listed 

1926 
no rabbi 

I 
listed 

1927 x I 

1928 x I 

1929 x I 

1930 x I 

Source: Boston City Directories and American Jewish Yearbook 
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Appendix 6 

Rabbi Isaac Baritz 
Boston Shul Affiliations 

1901 

1902 

1903 

1904 

1905 

1906 

1907 

1908 

1909 

1910 

1911 

1912 

1913 

1914 

1915 

1916 

1917 

1918 

1919 

1920 

1921 

1922 

1923 

Ein 
Jacob 

Miskan 
Shlomo 

Adas 
Israel 

Source: Boston City Directories 

Ahavac 
h 

Arch in 
Anshei 
Vilna 

Chawre 
Slivick 
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Chawre 
Thilim 

Sharai 
Tefila 

Shilni 
Zedek 

Beth 
Ab rah 

am 
(Blue 
Hills 
Ave) Co unt 



Appendix 7 

Charles River Park/Boston Synagogue 
Officers 

Chair Vice Chairman President Treasurer Secretary 

1970-71 :\Iaurice Sava! 1'A Hyman Slate Harry 
Kaminsky 

1971-72 :\1aurice Sa,-aJ :\A 

1972-73 \.faurice Sa\-al :\A Frank Shapiro Ralph Seth 
Gordon Goldschla~er 

1973-74 :\Iaurice Sa\·al :\A :-lichael Ralph Frances 
Rosenbaum Gordon Talco,-e 

Feldman and 
D iane G. 
Davis 

1974-75 :\Iaurice Sa\·al 1'A 

1975-76 .Maurice Saval :\A 

1976-77 :Maurice Sava} :\A Shalom 
Cohen 

1977-78 :\Iaurice Sa,-al :\A 

1978-79 :\Iaurice Saval ;:..:A 

1979-80 ~Iaurice Saval NA 

1980-81 Y!aurice Sava! 1'A 

1981-82 .:VIaurice Sava] :\A 

1982-83 :\Iaurice Sa\·al NA 

1983-84 ~faurice Sava! NA 

1984-85 .Maurice Sava! 1'A 

1985-86 :\faurice Sa\·al :\ ;\ 

1986-87 :\Iaurice Sa,·al 1'A 

1987-88 :\Iaurice Saval :\A Arthur Cohen Israel .\Jpert :-!yles Lopatin 
and Robert 
Fox 

1988-89 :\1aurice Sa\·al ;:..:A 
(d 3/891 

1989-90 John Fox 

1990-91 John Fox Allan Green 

1991-92 John Fox 

1992-93 John Fox Bob Stern 
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Chair Vice Chairman President Treasurer Secretary 

1993-94 John Fox 

1994-95 John Fox 

1995-96 John Fox Jonathan Slate Larry Baras 

1996-97 John Fox Jonathan Slate Larry Baras 

1997-98 John Fox Jonathan Slate Larry Baras 

1998-99 ?\fark Jonathan Slate Susan Schreiner David ~Iuriel Kantor 
Schonfeld Wein.,.nen Crane 

1999-00 Ruth Fein Jonathan Slate Susan Schreiner D avid 
Weingarten Zimbalist 

2000-01 Ruth Fein Jonathan Slate Susan Schreiner Ruth Aaron 
Weingarten 

2001-02 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner ?vl.ike Rubin :Vlichael Howard 
\V/einErarten WI eint!:arten Soeicher 

2002-03 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner Nfike Rubin David Howard 
\Y/eingarren Zimbalist Speicher 

2003-04 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner ?vl.ike Rubin/ Jacob David Howard 
Weingarten Hadar Zimbalist Speicher 

2004-05 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner Mike Marshall Howard 
\Veingarten Rubin / Ylichael Schribman Speicher 

\Y/ eimrarten 

2005-06 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner ?vl.ichael Jeffrey Howard 
Weingarten \Y/ eingarren Steinfeld Speicher 

2006-07 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner Michael Jeffrey Howard 
Weingarten Weingarten Steinfeld Speicher 

2007-08 Ruth Fein Susan Schreiner Bette Siegel Mark Paul Howard 
Weingarten Soeicher 

2008-09 Susan NA Bette Siegel Michael Jeffrey 
Schreiner \Y/ eingarten Steinfeld 
\Y/eingarten 

2009-10 Susan NA Bette Siegel ?vl.ichael Jeffrey 
Schreiner Weingarten Steinfeld 
Weingarten 

2010-11 Susan NA Bette Siegel VP Michael Jeffrey 
Schreiner Weinganen Steinfeld 
Weinganen 

2011-12 Susan NA Bette Siegel VP ?\1ichael Jeffrey 
Schreiner \YI eingarten Steinfeld 
\Y/eingarten 

2012-13 Susan NA Bette Siegel VP ?vl.ichael Jeffrey 
Schreiner Weingarten Steinfeld 
\\tein~rcen 
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-----"Rebirth of a shul" (Joseph G . Weisberg) 
-----March 22, 1990: "New name for Charles River Park Shu!" (letter 
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to the editor from J . John Fox, Allan Green, and Israel Alpert) 

Los Angeles Times 
-----October 19, 1995: "A higher authority: overseeing the kosher 
boom" Ooseph Hanania) 

New York Times 
-----] anuary 15, 1922: "Denial by Rabbi Margolis" 
-----August 26, 1936: "Rabbi Margolies dies of pneumonia"; 
"Tributes by leading Jews" 

Newsweek 
-----March 13, 1972: "The Exodus" 

Ne1vton Times 

-----July 31, 1912: front page coverage of Adams Street synagogue 
dedication 
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Celebrating 
THE BOSTON SYNAGOGUE 

1888 12 5 2013 
YEARS 

1888 Congregation Beth Jacob• 1890 Anshei Libovitz e 1895 Ein Jacob (Anshe Vilna) 

1896 Beit Hamedrash Hagadol (Anshe Sfard) • 1898 Mishkan Shlomo/Anshai Birsh 

1898 Adath Jesura Nusach Arie 1923 United Congregation Beth Jamb 

1941 Beth Hamedrash Hagadol/Beth Jacob• 1971 Charles River Park Synagogue 

1990 The Boston Synagogue 
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