JEWISH FAMILY SERVICE — A RETROSPECTIVE
B y ELEANOR F . HORVTTZ

The year 1989 marked the sixtieth anniversary of the Jewish Family Service,
founded on April 17,1929, as the Jewish Family Service Society. For sixty years
Jewish Family Service has carried out the mission stated by Arthur J. Levy, the
agency's founder and first president, to strive to strengthen the Jewish family. The
purpose was to administer "Family Welfare, Family Rehabilitation and conduct
other Charitable Work." 1 Two important questions to be answered in this article are
"Who acted as his 'brothers' keepers' before there was a Jewish Family Service?"
and "How did the Jewish Family Service Begin?"
BEFORE THE JEWISH FAMILY SERVICE

Ladies Hebrew Benevolent Association
The first known Jewish charitable association in Providence was the Ladies
Hebrew Benevolent Association, chartered on March 17,1880:
For the purpose of visiting and granting weekly benefits to sick
members and to assist the poor and needy. ... The preamble to the
Constitution read as follows: "In order to follow the example of our noble
mothers who always endeavored to the fullest extent of their ability to
extend moral and material aid to their Heaven-born religion, to reach the
hand of sisterhood to the lowly and humble, to strengthen and support the
poor and needy, alleviate trouble and distress, and to practice charity and
benevolence, we the Hebrew Ladies of Providence, R. I., do organize
ourselves into association for these purposes .. , 2
The Association was organized by Rabbi Jacob Voorsanger of the Congregation
of the Sons of Israel and David with a group of young women who had immigrated
from Germany. Membership was a symbol of social prestige, and applicants were
rigidly screened by an investigating committee.
Five years later, in 1885, the name was changed to Montefiore Lodge Ladies
Hebrew Benevolent Association of Providence, Rhode Island.3 The association was
one of the organizations later involved in the founding of the Jewish Family Welfare
Service.
Records of this organization have been well recorded and well preserved. The two
most important committees were the Sick Visiting Committee and a Charity
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Committee which investigated all applications for relief. The needs of the Jewish
community are revealed in these records. A small sum was given to a man to start
a business, money was appropriated to help a woman and her children move to
Chicago and donations were given regularly to the Rhode Island Hospital. At
almost every meeting the ladies wereconfronted with cases of distress. In 1904 they
responded to a request by the Miriam Society of South Providence (predecessor of
the Miriam Hospital Associates) for assistance to a hospital building fund and, after
a hospital was established, they gave a yearly donation.
One fund-raising project was the production of a cookbook which realized money
from advertisements as well as from its sale. Charity of the Association extended
to people in need outside of Rhode Island, such as victims of the 1900 hurricane and
flood in Galveston, Texas, and the San Francisco earthquake and fire of 1906.
However, "in the closing days of 1914 ... under the threatening shadows of a great
world war the minutes contained this wry comment written in biblical phrases: 'It
was also spoken of that in spite of great needs abroad — charity be given at home
first""1
Ladies Hebrew Union Aid Association and the
Jewish Home For The Aged
Almost parallel in time with the Montefiore Lodge Ladies Hebrew Benevolent
Association was the Ladies Hebrew Union Aid Association, chartered on April 22,
1890 ' T o give aid and charity to the poor."5 "During the first twenty years of its
existence, in common with similar organizations of the period, the society was
concerned in a rather diffuse manner with the care of the sick, infirm and destitute.
What the women lacked in worldly goods, they made up in devotion and compassion. Monthly dues were set at thirty cents, a not inconsiderable sum ,..." 6
Disturbed about the lack of facilities for elderly Orthodox Jews in the early years
of the 20th century, the Association formed a subsidiary organization in 1911 for
the purpose of opening a center for these individuals under the Association's
direction. The Association rented a cottage at 161 Orms Street for $28 a month,
collected household articles to furnish it, and, on March 27, 1912, "obtained a
formal charter, incorporating the new unit under the title, The Jewish Home for the
Aged by the Ladies Union Aid Association, to 'provide and maintain a home for the
aged and infirm.'" 7 The small quarters were soon outgrown, and on June 14,1914,
a new facility was opened at 191 Orms Street, Providence, in a building purchased
by the Association.
"In March 1924 the Association received a letter from the recently formed Jacobi
Medical Club generously offering to the Home the services of the Jewish doctors
of the community."8
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As early as June of 1923 a prospective benefactor had suggested the possibility
of a personal gift of $50,000 for construction of a new building to house the elderly.
The offer was accepted with the proviso that management be retained under the
auspices of the Ladies Hebrew Union Aid Association. On February 26, 1930, a
group of individuals were given a charter to form the Jewish Home for the Aged
Building Corporation. After a very successful building campaign, a new Home
became a reality when twenty-five residents of the old building on Orms Street were
transferred to the newly erected building on Hillside Avenue in Providence. On July
9,1932, the name of the corporation was changed from the Jewish Home for Aged
Building Corporation to the Jewish Home for the Aged of Rhode Island.9
Shortly thereafter, on July 22, 1932, the name of the women's organization,
which had been the Jewish Home for the Aged by the Ladies Union Aid Society, was
legally changed to the Ladies Association of the Jewish Home for the Aged.10
However, the Ladies Hebrew Union Aid Association was still a viable and active
organization and continued to meet at the Orms Street building.
Rose Sheffres (Mrs. Samuel Sheffres), who had served as president of the Ladies
Union Aid Association for many years, said in her report at an annual meeting:
As we go back to the very humble beginning of the Ladies Union Aid
Association we can only marvel at the accomplishments of the handful of
women — who despite the fact that they had little time — yes, and little
worldly goods, managed to find time to help others. In those days, most
women raised large families, did their own sewing and baking—and then
in a spiritof thankfulness for their own bounty, turned to the needs of those
less fortunate than themselves.11
Festival Committee for State Institutions
In addition to their concern with the Jewish aged, various members of the Ladies
Hebrew Union Aid Association, as early as 1910, visited the State Institutions, or
Howard, as they were then familiarly called, to help the residents.12 Ladies Hebrew
Union Aid was responsible for forming, together with the Montefiore Lodge Ladies
Hebrew Benevolent Association and the South Providence Ladies Aid Association,
the Festival Committee for State Institutions. The Festival Committee was responsible for the Jewish Chapel, in which a Rabbi gave weekly sermons. These women
were also available to provide for needs of the Jewish residents and to give parties
for them.
South Providence Ladies' Aid Association and the Jewish Orphanage
Another early Rhode Island "brothers' keepers" organization was the South
Providence Ladies' Aid Association, founded in 1908 on August 22, "To aid the
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than two weeks later on September 2, several of the same

"To sustain, keep and educate Jewish Orphans.
The South Providence Ladies' Aid now had a charter for an orphanage, but no
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l e a ^ ^ o f P r o v i ^ n c e were caUed upon, and they prompted a meeung o

r v ™ street were merged. A new charter was obtained on July 28, 1WW,,ior a
T^^«hQmhaTa2e of Providence, "To provide for the wants of orphans, abandoned
and ^ s t o t e ^ ^ c h e n ^ o provide J their education and maintenance, and to
^toMsh^a h ^ m e ^ d shelter."16 Women who were
^

Island.17

during the latter part of June, 1910.18
When the quarters on North Main Streetbecame crowded, a tract of ^ l o c a t e d
Z Z Z t Avenue between Fifth and Sixth Streets was purchased for a building.
s^enty four children was a "modem, attractive, red brick veneer structure.
A ctndv of the history of the Jewish Orphanage seems to indicate that it was a

a temporaiy home during family crisis. They, like the permanent residents, were
trained and educated during their stay.
The census of the Home, which had averaged 41 children during the first years
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of operation on Summit Avenue, reached a peak of 46 children in 1927, remaining
n e S figure for a number of years. By January of 1943, though, the p r o j ^ u o n
v^s that there might be not more than five or six children remaining in the building.
T w a s l n determined that the Jewish Family and Children's Service foster care
program would assume the responsibility for orphaned Jewish children.
Council of Jewish Women and the North End Dispensary
The Council of Jewish Women, another all-woman organization, had a varied
role: educational, social, and charitable. One very important
group was the opening in 1908 of the North End Dispensary of the Providence
Sec^iTcouncilctf Jewish Women. A state charter was not obtained, however, until
September 29 1911, at which time the Dispensary had already functioned dady for
someThree years. The organization was chartered, "to provide medical aid and
surgical treatment for the poor and needy sick of all denominations.
Many Jewish physicians of the period subsequently served on its staff The
dispeniry functioned daily for thirty years, finally going out of business in 1938,
having outlived its usefulness.21
Ladies Hebrew Aid Society ofPawtucket
Much of the documentation of organizations available to future generations is in
the form of charters, bylaws, and minutes. Often,.howeverthe i ™ ^ ™ *
experiences of the founding men and women bnng a much-needed f e e ^ g of their
identification with us. For example, a history of the Indies Hebrew Aid Society o
Pawtucket is graphically portrayed in the following excerpts from a president s
annual meeting report:
And so it came to Pass:
In the small community of Pawtucket, Rhode Island, situated on the
banks of the Blackstone River and the home of the cotton industry a small
group of Jewish people dwelled. It was in the year 1915. They had their
small house of worship.
And it was good:
Whenever an act of charity had to be done in the community, or a
stranger came into the land and was stranded for funds, the men got
together and alleviated the condition.
And so it came to pass:
,
a
On January in the year one thousand and nine hundred and fifteen, one
of the citizenry, one Abraham Goodman, now deceased, realized they
needed the help of the women.
And it was good:
He called the women to a meeting at the little synagogue. And the
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women responded by leaving their homes and their children. They came
to hear what the important meeting was about.
Mr Goodman and Mr. Charles Kalman, the president of the synagogue
at the time, explained the need for a ladies organization to help with the
charitable work.
And so it came to Pass:
That the Ladies Hebrew Aid Society was born on January in the year one
thousand nine hundred and fifteen.
And so it came to Pass:
The charitable work progressed. Families were reunited — coal and
food were provided to needy. Stranded strangers, passing through our land
were assisted. Many a day I can remember a stranger partaking of a meal
at our table ... These women had charity in their hearts.22

The president spoke also of the help the women gave toward the war effort of
World War I of the money they raised for a new synagogue in Pawtucket, and ot
the large chandelier which they purchased to enhance the beauty of the synagogue.
The members of the Society also participated in the civic activities of their nonJewish neighbors. They sent money to such diverse charities as the Memorial
Hospital the Cancer Drive, the Red Cross, and the Civic Music Association They
aided members of foreign birth to become citizens. Their deeds continued trough
World War II. And, as the president said in her report, "And it was Good.
Other Organizations
Approximately 46 other organizations were formed primarily to aid those in
need according to a study compiled by David C. Adelman for the Rhode Island
Jewish Historical Notes, Volume 2, No. 1, June 1956. The study consists of a list
of charters granted to Jews either by the Legislature or by the Secretary of State
under the General Laws. Undoubtedly, there were many other organizations which
did not seek a charter and were organized in a less formal manner.
Several Young Men and Young Women Hebrew Associations were organized in
Rhode Island. The earliest is the Young Men's Hebrew Association of Bristol,
chartered April 30,1896: "For social and benevolent purposes.23 A Young Women s
Hebrew Association, chartered March 13,1900, set as its goal: "To work for and
bestow the proceeds of such work among poor and needy persons, and to do other
charitable work."24 The YMHAs and YWHA's were the forerunners of the Jewish
Community Center of Rhode Island.

