MY LIFE IN PROVIDENCE
BY D R . CARL JAGOLINZER WTTH JENNIFER WEISS

JOURNEYS TO AMERICA

My parents, Philip and Kate Jagolinzer, had a long and difficult journey from
Russia to the United States. Life in Russia during the late 1800s was quite difficult.
Poverty, disease, and much anti-Semitism were coupled with political unrest and
unreasonable demands upon the people. Jews were being blamed and tortured for
government's failure within the system. The family story relates that, in 1885, when
Philip and Kate were planning to be married, news leaked out that Russian soldiers
on drunken sprees were going to massacre Jews in their area. In response to the
unbearable persecution of Russian Jews, a wealthy philanthropist in a nearby
country* had made secret arrangements for Jews to escape on a cattle ship to
Argentina, where he had bought land. My father and mother married in haste and
joined others on the four-week voyage to Argentina, where they settled in a small
town named Moises Ville.
The Russian Jews were given barren plots of land where they were to build houses
and create a new life. My father had some experience in shoeing horses and became
the village blacksmith. Three sons, Harry, Joe, and Max, were born in Argentina.
The family lived in poverty and hardship but relative security until rumors began
to circulate that danger was soon to come for the Jews. Acting quickly, my father
and other men escaped on a ship departing for England. Weeks later, my mother and
her three young sons, along with other families, were also helped to escape to
England and were reunited with my father.
After a number of years, the Jagolinzers received the necessary papers and
travelled to the United States. When the family arrived in Ellis Island, their Russian
immigration tags and passports read Yagol-Nitzer, from Nitzer— river, and Yagol
—the name of the debarkation point in Russia. The immigration authorities spelled
that Jagolinzer, which became the family name.
After a short stay in New York, at last, in 1896, Philip and Kate Jagolinzer,
grateful, tired, and ready to settle down, arrived safely in Providence, seeking the
religious freedom and opportunity that friends said Rhode Island had to offer.
Providence became their home and the home of many children, grandchildren, and
great-grandchildren.

This article was compiled by Jennifer Weiss from the writings of Dr. Carl Jagolinzer and from interviews
with his daughters, Marion Goldsmith and Lois Fain.
* Probably Baron Maurice de Hirsch. See "Jewish Farmers in Rhode Island and Nearby Massachusetts,"
p. 444, above.
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CHILDHOOD

I was born in Providence on November 25,1897, in a small house on Caswell
Court an alleyway from Willard Avenue to the corner of Prairie Avenue in South
Providence Later the family moved to the second floor of a six-family house at 279
Willard Avenue. After me, Blanche, Fae, and Charlie came along. We were five
boys and two girls all together.
Our lifestyle and friends centered around other immigrant families and some
friends from the old country. A few memories of my life as a young child remain
clear in my mind even after all the years that have passed. My parents were Orthodox
Jews I must have been about five when they assigned a Rabbi-Teacher to undertake
my early education. He was of a very cranky disposition, and I didn't take too kindly
to him. My later educational experiences were likewise rather trying.
As a young child I was content with my life, despite the constant economic
hardship that weighed so heavily on my parents. Things were very different. We had
no electricity, light, power, radio, television, or refrigeration. It was a time of horsedrawn carriages, wood and coal heating, oil lamps, candles, and outdoor toilets
Those were difficult times for everyone, and yet we all stuck together and supported
one another. Mama and Papa taught us each to care for the next younger child. There
were many joys as well as difficulties. My mother was a very loving and caring
woman andPapaworkedhardtoprovideforallofus.Hewasloanedapushcartwith
two large wheels and peddled used articles on the streets of South Providence. He
and his brother then opened a shop on Gay Street for blacksmith and carpentry
services. Later, he left blacksmith work and opened a small neighborhood grocery
store.
My father's income was meager and undependable but, in spite of the trying
conditions here, we could not ignore the tragic news of relatives who were
tormented by living conditions in Russia. My father wanted desperately to help
bring these families to America. Our family was denied the full benefit of my
father's earnings because of the pleading of relatives still in Russia for help paying
for passage to America. He arranged loans from the Gemilath-Chesed (a Jewish
group organization of the times that became greatly involved in family problems
and settlements, among many other Jewish services). We younger children were
expected to work and help out whenever possible, and I recall the small earnings my
brothers and I contributed toward repaying these loans.
Iconsidereditabig treat to help my brothers with their jobs. Harry soldDoughty's
Famous Ice Cream from a horse-drawn wagon which he rode through the streets of
Providence. When I was about six, I was taken along and helped him attract
customers by clanging the bell and shouting "Here we are! Get it now; Doughty s
Famous Ice Cream!"
Brother Joe worked for Golemba Grocery, at the comer of Willard Avenue and
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Gay Street, and his salary was credited toward our family's grocery bills. He filled
customers' orders and delivered them in a hand drawn cart Sometimes he brought
me with him. I was well paid with sweet tasting goodies and the joy of it.
As I got older, I began to work at my own jobs. I was a newspaper boy for a time.
My interest in politics goes back to 1908 when I waited outside the offices of The
Providence Journal at 4:00 a.m. for the election results. Later I was a shoe-shine
boy. I made five cents a shine. That sounds like nothing now. It's hard to believe that
in those days one dollar profit was a good day's work.
Back then, all family members were expected to contribute to the family income
after they had finished grammar school. I dropped out of school at the age of 14 to
go to work full time. That was the end of childhood for me.
W O R K AND EDUCATION

My first job was at the Martin Copeland optical factory on Sabin Street, making
nine dollars a week, working ten hours a day, six days a week. I carried my lunch
most of the time, but sometimes I walked twenty minutes to my home in South
Providence, ate lunch in twenty minutes, and walked back in the remaining twenty
minutes of my lunch hour.
I quickly discovered that I truly enjoyed the optical work. That was my introduction
to the field that I have been in ever since. Unfortunately, my newfound dedication
interfered with my father's plan that I become a plumber, a profession he had chosen
when I was very young in the hopes that I would have steady work and make a good
living. So much for the best laid plans! By the time I turned sixteen, I was quite sure
that plumbing wasn't the trade for me. Of course, I also didn't have any definite
plans for continuing in optics. It took a great deal of work on my part, kindnesses
from others, and just plain luck before I could officially call myself an optometrist.
Back in 1915, that dream seemed to me an impossibility.
I left Copeland for a job with more money at the Stevens optical factory but I was
fired when I was given some unfamiliar work and ruined it. Nevertheless, my boss
at the optical factory, Mr. Howard Barney, encouraged me to pursue a more
advanced career. He himself was an optometrist and a wonderful man who had a
great deal of influence on my life. I like to think that he saw some potential in me
that even I didn't know I possessed.
With Mr. Barney's encouragement, I borrowed bus fare from my brothers and
went to Boston to visit the Massachusetts School of Optometry (now the New
England College of Optometry) on Massachusetts Avenue. Dean Theodore Klein
met with me. I left his office feeling overwhelmed by the work I would have to do,
but very determined to succeed.
In order to attend optometry school, I first needed a minimum of two years of high
school education. Back in Providence, I went immediately to see the principal of
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Technical High School, Mr. Yager. It turned out that he was instructing a summer
course in high school subjects at the YMCA, and he made it possible for me to attend
and become his student. Mr. Yager helped me throughout the next year. I juggled
study time and work time, since I needed a job in order to pay Mr. Yager for tutoring
me. Needless to say, I was ecstatic when I received my high school certificate. It
turned out that I had even advanced beyond the minimum two years of high school.
I felt like a whole new world was opening to me.
So, with certificate in hand, I returned to Boston in the summer of 1916 and was
accepted into the Massachusetts School of Optometry. I had to let Dean Klein know
that financing school would be difficult. He was very helpful and made it possible
for me to pay tuition in installments over a period of time. I was elated!
Twenty dollars my brothers gave me was all the money I had when I went to
Boston in September of that year. I was lucky to have a friend from Providence who
had moved to Boston some time before. He even shared his room with me so we
would both have a place to sleep.
The next step, of course, was to find a job. I answered a newspaper ad and became
a door-to-door salesman for the Fuller Brush Company. They wanted me to pay
fifteen dollars for the set of sample brushes, much more than I could possibly give
them at that time. Perhaps I looked like a trustworthy fellow, or maybe I was just
lucky. In any case, they gave me a few brushes to start out. I made the rounds in
different neighborhoods every day after classes. After a while, however, I found that
I still wasn't making enough to get along.
The mostobvious solution was to find another job. Sol did. There was a restaurant
near the school that was looking for a boy to help with the evening meal. The chef
worked down in the basement, and food was sent up on a dumbwaiter. I took the food
and handed it to the waitresses. As payment, I received my evening meal. And it
wasn't just any meal. The chef took a liking to me and always sent up the best food
in the restaurant. I was feeling pretty lucky.
Meanwhile, I was working hard at optometry school. My classes weren't too
difficult for me. I studied anatomy, physiology, pathology, chemistry, and physics.
The study of the human body had been completely foreign to me, and I was
absolutely fascinated. I went straight through the two years of school and graduated
in 1918. In 1979 I was honored at a special alumni award dinner as the oldest
graduate of the college.
After graduation, I enlisted in the Navy for a short time and then, after World War
I ended, worked as an intern for an already established Providence optometrist, Dr.
Silva. Internships weren't even required back then, but I wanted to learn everything
I could. Optometry was more like a business than a profession in the early 1900s.
It was practiced in jewelry stores and department stores. In previous years,
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eyeglasses had even been peddled from door-to-door. People would try on different
pairs of glasses and pick one that seemed to help them see better. Thank goodness
things have changed so much since that time!
CAREER AND FAMILY

With my diploma and a few years of internship experience, I felt ready to move
out on my own. I rented a store on Broad Street and fortunately did well enough to
think of marriage to my sweetheart, Dorothy Schneidman. I had first met her when
she was fifteen My father had purchased a grocery store, and I delivered groceries
to her family' s home. I was just a kid, and not too bright in the ways of love. It took
some time before I realized how much I loved her, but once I smartened up and
figured it out, I was the happiest man alive. We married in 1920 and shared a
wonderful life together, raising our two beautiful daughters, Marion and Lois. My
Dorothy inspired me always and helped me to rise above the feelings of discouragement that sometimes overtook me.
During those years right after our marriage, I continued to make progress in my
profession. I closed my Broad Street office in the mid 1920s and took over the
optical department of the largest department store in Rhode Island, The Outlet
Company I felt that this move would provide more security for my family. Over the
years I was fortunate to be able to build my department from one optometrist to a
very successful organization with four optometrists. I was also able to start a weekly
radio program, "The Importance of Good Eyesight," on Station WJAR that
provided the public with information about the importance of protecting eyesight
and the wonderful functioning of the eyes. The program continued for many years,
and I wrote the weekly scripts. I felt I was doing important work, and the income
was very good.
Nevertheless, I was dissatisfied with the commercialism of optometry in a
department store and longed to re-establish myself in a more professional environment With this goal in mind, in 1938 I found a suitable office in the Woolworth
Building on Westminster Street and once again worked independently. I felt good
about raising the professional standards of optometry. I moved my office to East
Providence in 1947 and remained there until retiring from optometry in 1977 at the
age of 80.
Through my 55 years in practice as an optometrist, I was privileged to watch the
progress of optometry from a commercial business to a respected profession. I am
proud to think of the role that I played in this transformation, both in my private
practice and as a public official. Governor Case of Rhode Island appointed me to the
State BoardofOptometry Examiners, wherelalso served as chairman and remained
f
2 1 years being reappointed by f o u r successive governors. I also served for a time
as the President of the Rhode Island Optometric Association. I have found my
profession to be very rewarding, and I marvel still at the unexpected opportunities
o r
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that enabled a boy who quit school at age 14 to become eventually a successful
optometrist.
RETIREMENT

That was all many years ago, of course. After I retired from optometry, I felt
restless and looked around for other things to do. My first project was at The Jewish
Home for the Aged. I like to be with people, and many of the people there are much
in need of someone to be with. We talked. Some of the men and women rarely saw
their families and simply sat in their rooms alone day after day. Often, I listened and
they talked, relieving the tension in themselves by sharing their thoughts and
memories.
A few years later, I went to the Jewish Community Center and shared with the
director my plan for a new project. That was the beginning of FRIEND TO
FRIEND. I led weekly discussion groups for the people who came to the Center for
meals. We discussed Israel, the relationship between elderly people and their
children, Jewish problems, and then their own personal problems. Although I am no
longer a part of it, that program is still a part of the weekly schedule at the Center,
and I hope that people continue to benefit from i t
I have been a very fortunate man. I loved my wife Dorothy, and we shared a
wonderful relationship until I lost her in 1945.1 am so grateful for our two beloved
daughters, grandchildren, and great grandchildren, and for the fulfilling years with
my second wife, Rose Gorman Kestenman, with whom I shared later years of my
life until she died. Although I have experienced the loss of many of my loved ones,
they are very much alive in my heart. I wish to recall lovingly my deceased brothers
and sisters, Harry, Joseph, Max, Blanche, Fae, and Charlie, as well as our wonderful
parents.
Brother Harry, the eldest, provided us all with guidance and support He shared
my interest in optometry. For Joe also, I felt great affection and esteem He
originally worked at the Providence Public Market, but later became interested in
art studies. His employer made it possible for him to attend the Rhode Island School
of Design, and he received great honors for his artistic work and for the development
of his unique philatelic art form.
As my immediate senior, Max had a profound influence on my life. He had
exceptional learning ability from an early age, wrote fluently in Yiddish, recited
from the Torah, and excelled in cooking Jewish favorites. Dear sister Blanche's
birth brought great joy to the family. She was made to feel like a princess and
considered it her special station to serve Mama, our queen.
Fae also assumed much responsibility in our home. She always had the honor of
braiding our hallah* Her marriage to Ben Woolf was a wonderful event, and their
* A loaf of yeast-leavened egg bread, often braided (Hebrew)

