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OLD BOTTLES, RAGS, JUNK!
T H E STORY OF T H E JEWS OF SOUTH PROVIDENCE
b y ELEANOR F . HORVITZ

The cry of the junk peddler echoed through the streets of South
Providence. T h e junk peddler, a recent immigrant, a "Greenie", was
instructed by his already established landsman* in the art of collecting
old bottles, rags, and junk. He was told to canvass the neighborhood
and to collect his harvest in a pack, which weighed heavily on his
back. At the end of the day he returned to Ash Street, where merchants
such as Abraham Bazar and Abraham Zellermayer purchased his load.
I opened a junk shop, and when I saw the people sweating
from carrying rags and bottles on their shoulders, it reminded me
of the time I used to carry a hundred pounds of weight on my
back in the army; so I had a carpenter build them pushcarts. 1
I can still see the immigrants who had come off the trains—all
seemed to have large families—loaded onto carriages driven by
horses, complete with their pillows, trunks, other housewares, coming up Gay Street toward Willard Avenue. Somebody would be
waiting for them and be responsible for them. 2
In those days it was not uncommon to come upon a "greenhorn" walking in the middle of Willard Avenue with a satchel in
one hand, a piece of paper in the other, trying to read the address
of a relative or a friend with whom he hoped to stay.3
Who were these Jews'who became junk peddlers, who opened small
grocery and variety stores, who were employed by the jewelry and silver
manufacturers in the vicinity of South Providence? Where did they
come from and why did they leave?
The families of the majority of those interviewed had emigrated from
Russia. Several families came from Austria and Galicia (province of
the Austro-Hungarian empire bordering on Poland and Russia), while
a smaller number had left homes in Poland, Roumania, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia. Joseph Jagolinzer's family took a circuitous route—
Russia to Argentina in South America, to Canada, to Boston, and
finally to South Providence, where they settled in 1896.
Some of the men met their wives in this country and married here.
Others, already married, came to America and South Providence alone
to make a living and establish themselves. Eventually their wives and
children were sent steamship tickets to join their husbands.
•Compatriot. Commonly someone from the same Shtetl
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Willard Avenue, looking east, circa 1947. Appearing in the photo
are Perler's Bakery on the left (No. 207) and on the opposite side of
the street from right to left Louis Bezviner, grocer (No. 214); N. Y.
Delicatessen and Public Model Creamery (No. 208); Jewett's Creamery
(No. 204); Bazarsky's Meat Market (No. 202); Snell's Bakery
(No. 200); Harry's Fruit Market (No. 196); Spiegel's Meat and
Poultry (No. 190); Keller's Meat Market (No. 1841/0; and Samuel
Bernstein Meats (No. 182). Courtesy of The Providence Public Library.

Gay Street between Willard Avenue and Robinson Street prior
to slum clearance for redevelopment. It was the site for the proposed
South Providence Elementary School (now the Edmund W. Flynn
School). The story appeared in The Evening Bulletin of November 21,
1952. The store at the far left (85 Gay Street, corner of Willard
Avenue) had been for many years the site of Diwinsky's delicatessen
store (Jacob Diwinsky circa 1914 and Louis Diwinsky circa 1920).
Before that it had been occupied by Morris Golemba's grocery store
(circa 1908, see text). In the adjoining small building is L. Berman's
Meat and Poultry Market. Courtesy of The Providence Journal.

Krasnow family, taken in Elisavethgrad, Russia, circa 1896. Left
to right (rear) : Jacob Krasnow, head of the family; Fannie Krasnow;
one of the grandmothers; Ettie Krasnow; Miriam Krasnow with baby
Celia. Seated David and Harry Krasnow.
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My father's and mother's house used to be Ellis Island. Everybody who was a landsman, when they had to come from Europe,
my mother used to go out and collect goods for them. She used
to sew sheets, get aprons, get all ready for them. They used to
land where? T h e Zellermayers. In the four rooms with the four
daughters. T h e men used to come first and then, when the wife
was supposed to come, my mother used to see that they had an
apartment, to see that they had it furnished with what they
needed to set u p housekeeping. 4
T h e reasons for leaving Eastern Europe were in most cases similar
—to escape the compulsory military training which was imposed upon
the males of the family, to escape the antisemitic persecution of the
monarchies, to improve the economic lot of the family. T o a few
there may have been the illusion that the United States offered one
the chance of becoming a millionaire or the fantasy that the streets
were paved with gold (the goldena medina) *. But an opportunity to
better oneself in the United States, that was the common dream.
An example of the life of one family which migrated from Russia
to South Providence (settling on Willard Avenue) in 1905 is recreated
in interviews with four members of the Krasnow family. Of the four
interviewed, three are still living, while one who was originally interviewed in 1959 has died.
I remember the town of Elisavethgrad where I was born. Each
• city had its own duma (parliament). There was a Jewish school
for which we had to pay. I went to different schools for about
seven years; I was taught Russian, arithmetic, etc. I later went to
a government school supported by Jews. You were expected., to pay
unless you were very poor, and Jewish organizations aided the
school around 8 AM and stay until 2 PM. We were lucky if
building had five or six rooms with an office. We would get to
school around 8 AM. and stay until 2 PM. We were lucky if
we had food from -home to eat for lunch. Most of the poor had
. only bread, while the well-off had eggs, bread, and salami. T h e
very rich could also afford candy at the store. Most of those
from the Russian neighborhood did not go to school. They disliked the Jews and tried to persecute us, throwing stones at us. I
remember one Jewish boy who was beaten up. We had to go
around several blocks to get away. We used to go to the market
about ten blocks away. We would get drunks to carry our orders
*Medina is Hebrew for "country" or "land."
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home for a few pennies. When I was about to graduate, my
father wanted me to go to college, although only a very small
percentage of Jews ever went to college. Jews could become doctors.
T o become a lawyer we would have had to change our religion.
Jews were permitted only in Southern Russia, unless they were
an important businessman or merchant. We had to have permission
to live in the big cities.
Around the beginning of 1900 there was a movement throughout
Russia to dispose of the Czarist government. Jews were blamed for
the troubles. At one point the Cossacks were sent against a
demonstration of workers. They wanted to turn the people against
the Jews instead of the Czar. Young Jews organized groups as
protection against the attackers. They armed themselves with whips
and knives. People began to demonstrate against the Czar. It was
in October of 1905. It lasted for a few days. A pogrom began.
Hoodlums broke the windows, and beat up or killed a few Jews,
if they found them. T h e self-protection groups opposed them. If
the Russian hoodlums could not do sufficient damage, the Cossacks
were brought in. This thwarted any possible revolution.
I remember so well what I was doing the day the pogrom
started. I had gone to the hospital with a sore foot, but was
told the doctor was not in because of the trouble. I had gone
with my sister Fannie. On the way home our father met us and
said that the massacre had started, and we should r u n home. T h e
doctor I was supposed to see was killed in it. We climbed into
the attic, which connected our store to the house, where we hid.
(Fannie Krasnow remembers lying in the attic with her younger
sister to escape being seen by the Russians, whom her father called
"rapers"). T h e hoodlums broke into Ruth's (his future wife)
father's store. One well-dressed man yelled, "Kill the Jews! Jews
are worth killing!" They broke u p everything. T h e Cossacks
finally came, and broke u p the gang of hoodlums. I n our particular section they didn't kill Jews at that time, just plundered the
stores. T h e younger Jews tried to fight back, especially in big
cities like Odessa, and quite a few Jews were lost. T h e Jews only
had clubs to defend themselves, whereas the Cossacks and soldiers
on horseback, who had guns, killed them.
Toward the end of that year our family decided to leave Russia.
We had an uncle who lived in Providence and whom my father
had helped get established by sending him money from time to
time. My father had had property which had to be left in the
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hands of neighbors for rent collecting, but eventually the banks
reclaimed the property. T h e plans for departure were that my
brother David and I, who were both in our teens, would travel
to the border. Agents along the way were ready to receive bribes.
The soldiers or guards were to get money for each person. We first
went by train, took three days, and even encountered a train
strike. At some stations Jews were attacked and beaten. We had
to travel through this route and via bribes since we were boys
and eligible for the military. We could not obtain passports. My
sister Fannie left earlier with her married sister and her husband
and two children. They obtained passports as did my parents and
youngest sister.5"8 Eventually all of the family got together on
Willard Avenue and started their new life in South Providence.
What was this area known as South Providence, which these Eastern
European families ohose for their home in the new land? A street
map of the area for the year 1909 was used as a guide to present a
geographical picture. Willard Avenue was used as the focal point,
since it was either on this street or in its immediate vicinity that the
majority of Jewish-owned businesses were located. T h e street numbers
on Willard Avenue commenced at Eddy Street and ended at Broad
Street with No. 368. A house directory for the same year, 1909, listed
no Jewish-sounding names below No. 132, at which address lived Marcus
Fried, a machinist. At 134 Willard Avenue lived the following tenants:
David Korn, a coal dealer; Jacob Tennenbaum, a clerk; and Carl
Fischman, a jeweler. Within those relatively few blocks—Willard Avenue and the streets which either crossed it, or were adjacent to it—
160 Jewish-owned businesses or Jewish residents are listed. This contrasts with the situation in 1878, when the Providence City Directory
lists no Jewish families on Willard Avenue. Mrs. Sadie Jacobs believed her family, the Abraham Jacobs, to be the first Jewish family oti
Willard Avenue. She reported that they moved into that area in 1882.
Since their names are not in the City Directory of that year, there is
no printed documentation to confirm this. Tihe City Directory of 1892
lists an Ezra Silverman, jeweler, as residing at 221 Williard Avenue. But
two years later, in 1894, 19 Jewish-sounding names are on record:
Herman Marks, proprietor of a liquor business at 52 Willard Avenue;
Simon Silbergras, a jeweler at 141; Jonas Baruch, a grocer at 193;
Marcus Helman, a peddler; Jacob Weintraub, peddler; Joseph Muscovitz, shoemaker; Abraham Richardson, peddler; Herman Wechskr,
peddler; and Harry Zuger, peddler (all living at 195); Abram Jacob, a
jeweler at 197; Nuchyn Horwitz, jeweler, and Samuel Horwitz, peddler,
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living at 223; Samuel Gordon, jeweler, at 224; Aaron Abisch, peddler;
Abraham Granowsky, Louis Granowsky, both jewelers; and Miss M. D.
GranoWsky, dressmaker (all at 243); Joseph Brophy, butcher at 244;
and Lizzie Rosen, a widow at 245. By 1895 the City Directory listed
27 Jewish-sounding names, and there was a sizeable increase in tihe
number of Jewish families with each succeeding year.
On Robinson Street, a short street which ran between Taylor Street
and Gay Street, the same house directory of 1909 enumerated 172
occupants, with only one vacancy. Of this number 102 had Jewishsounding names; the following occupations were listed: 9 grocers, 14
jewelers, 8 tailors, 17 peddlers, 4 shoemakers; two each in dry goods,
plumbing, iand carpentry; and one listing each for variety store owner,
laundryman, Jiarnessmaker, soapmaker, fish dealer, teacher, and junk
dealer. Among those with Irish-sounding names many were employed
as machinists, painters, electricians, drivers, masons, gardeners, and
laborers, occupations not commonly listed for the Jewish immigrants in
this neighborhood. Other streets which were primarily associated with
the South Providence Jews, their businesses, the various shops where
they purchased their food, the schools their children attended, their
synagogues, and the halls which accommodated their weddings, dances,
and meetings were the following:
Intersecting Willard Avenue were Taylor Street, Prairie Avenue,
Hilton Street, Staniford Street, and Plain Street. Other streets in the
•area adjacent to Willard Avenue, which figured prominently in the
life of the South Providence Jews, were Robinson Street, Paca Place,
Ash Street, Chester Avenue, Gay Street, Dudley Street, and Blackstone
Street. As a family became more affluent, it might move to a street in
a higher rent district such as Somerset Street, Public Street, or Reynolds
Avenue. Most of the other streets in the South Providence neighborhood were considered to be goyish*. Only an occasional Jewish family
lived on these streets. It was known for many years that the crossing of
Willard Avenue and Plain Street was the dividing line between the
quarters occupied by Irish and Jewish families, with that part of
Willard Avenue extending eastward toward Eddy Street being the
:
Jewish section.
T h e neighborhood in those days presented a very poor appearance. T h e main business street, Willard Avenue, had no sidewalks, and in the rainy seasons people had to jump over muddy
puddles to get across from one side of the street to the other.
* Gentile. (Yiddish)
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In wintertime the snow would be piled u p in the middle of
the street, and people would slide up and down snowy mounds. 9
Other streets in the area which were often mentioned in interviews,
but which were outside of the Willard Avenue section, were Winter
Street and Warner's Lane (later a Chinese neighborhood). Several new
immigrants first lived there before moving to the South Providence
area. Maurice Robinson was born there, as was Mrs. Charles Brown
(n£e Fannie Grant), daughter of the Louis Grants. Mrs. Joseph
Webber (Sarah Olch) as a small child lived next door to the Grants
on Winter Street
T H E Y ESTABLISH A

HOME

Because so much has been written about the Jewish immigrant
who went from Ellis Island and settled in a New York ghetto, there is
a tendency to think of this early period in South Providence Jewish,
history as being one in which the area was overcrowded, undesirable,
and having a slum character. Interviews with those who lived there
dispel this image. Taking into consideration the limitations so far
as electricity and other modern niceties are concerned, the housing on
the whole presented a picture of comfortable living. T h e order in
which families arrived in the area and the amount of income they
could earn would determine the type of housing and furnishings.
I n the vicinity of Willard Avenue the houses were not single family
cottages, but rather tenements or flats. Generally a house was built to
contain four or six tenements, consisting of from three to six rooms
each.
I went into some very poor Jewish, homes. They would have
little furniture, using orange crates for chairs. 10
This would be an example of a very poor family. Sadie Jacobs
gives a different picture in describing her family's home:
People would congregate at our house before daily services. I t
was because we had a big seven room house, whereas so many
had only three rooms. W e owned the house at 205 Willard Avenue.
I t wias a large six tenement house, a n d my family occupied the
middle floor. They had broken through so that they actually used
two apartments. For those days we had lots of land.
T h e houses in which they grew up were described by some of those
who were interviewed. T h e Zellermayer family had gas lights, and
their bathroom had a tub. They lived at the corner of Gay Street and
Willard Avenue in four rooms in a new house, which had been built
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Abraham Bazar in Austrian Army uniform before his arrival in
1893. Courtesy Maurice Bazar.
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by Abraham Bazar. Ethel Scoliard remembers that her mother (nee
Sarah Rosen) spoke of her own family's owning property on Willard
Avenue consisting of three houses and a store. When Sarah Rosen
first married Frank Scoliard they lived in a rented house, but then
Scoliard built a house at 221 Plain Street (corner of Plain and Willard
Avenue). It was the first house in the neighborhood to have electricity.
Scoliard's plumbing shop (Guarantee Plumbing & Heating Co.) adjoined the property at 219 Plain Street. Frank Scoliard had lived at
30 Robinson Street, and his plumbing business at that time was called
the Providence Plumbing Company at 351 Point Street.
Doctor Hie Berger's dental office and home were at one point early
in his career located at the same address, 164 Prairie Avenue. It was
not uncommon to have a place of business as part of the house in
which the family lived. An example was the millinery establishment
of Miary Grant (Mrs. Louis Grant) at 176 Prairie Avenue located in
the front part of the family's residence.
Many tenements contained no bathing facilities. Public bath buildings were erected by the City of Providence, which owned and operated
them.
An hour or two before twilight, if you lived in the neighborhood of Gay Street, you saw many of the women who had hurried
that morning to Willard Avenue (for their shopping) rushing
along with white towels under their arms. From Plain Street they
came, and Prairie Avenue and Robinson, Dudley and Blackstone
Streets, from all the neighborhood homes to the little red brick
building on Gay Street. It was a Public Bath House, and Friday
was the busiest day. There were two entrances, one for men and
one for women. And each side was subdivided, the front half
for children and the back tialf for adults. Privacy was undreamed
of, and doors unknown either on the dressing stalls or the showers
across from them. T h e housewives came and found themselves a
dressing stall and unrolled their towels. Inside would be a comb,
a facecloth, and a piece of soap. Sometimes they carried a
change of underwear. You could tell the housewives who mopped
their floors from those who scrubbed, for the scrubbers would
have darkened, reddened knees and streaks of dirt on their legs.
T h e women undressed wearily, removing their mended, soiled
underthings with tired aching arms, b u t hurrying, naked, they
walked across the wet tile floor to the showers, adjusted the water
to as hot as they could stand it, and stepped into the needle-like
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downpour. Soon the weariness was washed away, and you heard
them talk with their neighbors. Clouds of steam rose iand the
walls perspired, and voices of the women blended and vied with
the beat of the water against the slate sides of the shower and
the tile floors. T h i n women with droopy breasts dried themselves
vigorously until their bodies were red, and fat women with
wobbling thighs paddled to the shower and back to their stalls,
dripping wet. And above it all, one sometimes could hear the
strong rich baritone of a male voice from the other side where a
father cleaned himself for the Sabbath and sang happily in the
shower. 11
Between visits to the public baths, one would heat water on top of
the coal stove and pour kettles of this hot water into a large portable
tub for bathing. Even those families with indoor plumbing and tubs
had to heat the water to mix with the cold water from the faucet.
Hot water plumbing was to come later.
It is difficult now to imagine the large number of persons in one
family who shared the three or four rooms of a tenement, and in
many cases (boarders and relatives increased the number. T h e privacy
of a separate room for each member of a family was unimagined.
W e lived in a five room flat—two bedrooms, one bath, little
furnishings—six children, parents, and yet on the Holidays, when
my uncle and his family with three children would visit in order
to be able to walk to Shul* (they lived in Cranston), we would
double up, and tihey stayed with us. Later we moved to Dudley
Street, where <we had gas mantles for lighting, and the house
had a coal stove. There was one toilet per floor. I remember
taking a bath with the Kestenman brothers downstairs, for they
didn't want to waste the water. Eventually we had a telephone
installed on Dudley Street. Our neighbors looked at it in wonder.
Everybody in the neighborhood used to come to our house to
use the telephone. My older sisters had it installed. 12
*

#

#

There were at least four to a bedroom, ten in our house. In
addition there were always one or two strangers in the housei who
had just come to the country, and you had to take them in. 13
#

#

#

We took a house of three rooms, a living room, bedroom, and
kitchen. Ettie slept in the bedroom with her kids. My father and
* Synagogue. (Yiddish)
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mater slept in the living room, and my brothers, Dave and Harry,
slept on a couch. I slept in the kitchen. It was very cold in the
living-room where my parents slept. Finally I had a bedroom (we
moved about five times in two years), but a cousin came and
again I had to sleep in the kitchen. Whoever had to get up early
woke me u p when they would eat breakfast. I remember we first
had kerosene lamps for lighting and then used gas and finally
electricity. T h e tub in which we bathed was kept in the kitchen,
and water for it was heated on the stove. 14
David Korn, from whom the families in the neighborhood bought
their coal and oil to heat the stoves which provided cooking heat,
hot water, and heat for warmth, lived with his family in a rented tenement on Willard Avenue. T h e Korn family first had gas for their
lighting, and then electricity. A little later, as he became more affluent,
David Korn built two houses at 205 Dudley Street, one house in front
of the other. One house contained six-room tenements on three floors
and the other four-room tenements on three floors. 15
T h e ice wagon was a familiar sight on Willard Avenue and neighboring streets. There were no icehouses in the immediate neighborhood. T h e ice was harvested from outlying ponds during the winter
and stored in icehouses, where it was packed in sawdust to protect it.
T h e iceman loaded his wagon at the icehouse for delivery in the
neighborhoods.
Joseph Jagolinzer described the interesting procedure of lighting
gas mantles:
They would first be lit and the smoke would go up from them.
After they got started, there would be the first flash of light.
It was then usable as a light. Since everybody lived in a tenement house, any noise from upstairs could distort and break u p
these delicate mantles, and only carbon would then be left. One
would have to start all over again to light them.
T h e Housing conditions were well summarized in the following
comments:
From my time there were no slum areas for the Jews in South
Providence. They lived in tenement houses containing up to six
tenements, and their standard of living, considering, was fairly
good. Most families had a four-room flat and private bath. If
money was needed, they would take in a roomer and boarder.
Each family had its own little place. I cannot remember any sub-
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standard housing. In .fact, there was constant building with many
new buildings for that time. 16
RJP

My grandfather was in tihe real estate business, and himself had
several pieces of .property on Prairie Avenue. Somerset Street, and
Dudley Street. At no time could you consider them substandard
property. 17
T H E Y E A R N A LIVING

Peddling was a common means of earning a living. Other options
were open to the newcomer, although these would be limited by his
deficient English. It was expected that the children, regardless of age,
would help out by bringing in whatever pennies they could earn to
augment the family income.
Joseph Jagolinzer, who was three years old when his family settled
in South Providence in 1896, recalled the jobs he held as he was growing up:
We were seven children, five boys and two girls. From the time
we boys were seven years old we were selling newspapers in downtown Providence. At eight or nine we were shining shoes and
bringing back pennies. As newsboys we had several newspapers to
sell—the Boston American, the Providence News, the Providence
Journal. On a big day we could make 10 cents. T h e girls did not
work outside the ihome, as they had to help our mother.
When I was fourteen years old I had a job at Mr. Golemba's
grocery store. His store was located at the corner of Gay Street
and Willard Avenue (83 Gay Street), which was the focal point
of everything that happened in South Providence. My family
bought all our groceries at Golemba's getting as much as my pay,
so I never saw that pay. My father would go to the store on
Sunday mornings and get an accounting of what had been purchased during the week, and if they overdrew what my salary was
supposed to be ($4 per week), he'd have to pay the difference. O n
that very corner on Sundays, when Golemba's would close, my
brothers and I would bring out our shoeshine stand in front of
the store and give shines for 5 cents. T h e Silverman brothers
came down every Sunday for their shines—but they paid 10 cents
for a shine plus a nickle tip! From this job at Golemba's I went
on to work for the Providence Public Market in downtown Providence and eventually matriculated at the Rhode Island School
of Design.
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A similar story is related by Benjamin Brier, who arrived with his
family just .before the turn of the century. His was a large family—
eleven in all, which included half-brothers and half-sisters. His father
could not find work and spent his time in the Synagogue. As Sarah
Brier commented about her husband's father, "That was his vocation
and avocation". As Brier recalls it:
We all went to work very early, selling newspapers at the age
of eight on. It was pretty much the case with everyone we knew.
I worked also as an errand boy and floor sweeper in jewelry shops,
where I began to learn the fundamentals of manufacturing. W i t h
my brothers, Harry and Charlie, we started in the jewelry business with a few in help, and then it grew. My sister had maniecE
a man from Boston who was in the wholesale jewelry business, and
he gave us our start. In those days many of the immigrants who
worked in the jewelry business brought home work from the
factories, which was done as homework by those not able to leave
the home.
Jack Leiohter also sold newspapers as a young boy and worked after
school in stores, but some children had "built-in" jobs in their fathers'
businesses. Nat Fishman, who was one of eight children, helped out
in his father's butcher shop. Lewis Korn not only helped out in his
father's hay and grain business, but remained to carry on the business
when it also included the sale of coal and oil.
When we came to South Providence (she was nineteen years old)
I went right to work. My younger sister, Celia, went to school. I
used to work ten hours a day for Silverman Brothers for $3 a week.
I started at 7:00 A.M. I remember the Silvermans. They had a
sister. iShe used to pick me up. I got u p so early in the morning.
I wasn't used to it. In Russia I had just gone to school. My father
didn't like my working. He said in Jewish, "Feigele, arbeitingl"*
It is a shame for a young girl to work. My uncle (Samuel Borod,
who had been in Rhode Island for many years previous to the
Krasnow arrival) said, "You know who doesn't work in America—
the sick ones." I didn't mind. I worked. I had a long walk from
my home on Willard Avenue to the shop. If I was late, they
took off 10 cents from my pay. Eventually I did piece work on
jewelry and made u p to $12 a week. W e would get through,
earlier on Saturdays—4 P.M. 18
*A little bird (i.e. a dear little girl) working! (Yiddish.)
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T h e two brothers, Harry and David Krasnow, also found work.
Harry was employed at Ostby & Barton at 188 Richmand Street, which
was reputed at that time to be the biggest ring factory in the country.
He made as much as $5 per week. David Krasnow learned engraving at
Theodore W . Foster & Brother Company, manufacturing jewelers at
100 Richmond Street. Here he made baby spoons. Later he left this
job to go into the jewelry display business.
T h e parents turned to a variety of businesses. Operating grocery and
variety storey appeared to be the commonest means of earning a
livelihood. Often the husband peddled fruits and vegetables "on the
road", while his wife tended the store. In many cases a man worked
in a jewelry factory and advanced to the job of foreman or supervisor.
Among those interviewed the following occupations were represented:
Beryl Gordon, house painter for David Kelman and A. L. Botvin; Wolf
Semonoff, tailor; William Bloom, cabinet maker first for Shepard's
department store and later in his own shop on Dudley Street; Louis
Grant, who worked in the jewelry business and designed snake rings
and bracelets; Abraham Allen, cabinetmaker; Nathan Horowitz, real
estate dealer; Jacob Krasnow, proprietor of a . grocery store, peddler,
and buyer and seller of houses in South Providence; Fishel Jagolinzer,
blacksmith; Simon L'eiohter, owner of a, dry goods store; Doctor Ilie
Berger, dentist*; and Frank Scoliard, plumber. Other trades listed in the
.city d i r e c t o r ' s -"at the beginning of ^Sfie century were butcher, fish
market proprietor, bottler of seltzer water, cigar manufacturer, tinsmith,
paperhan'ger, and hardware dealer.
A few of the mothers of those interviewed also had their own
businesses. Mary Grant (Mrs. Louis Grant) opened a millinery shop
on Prairie Avenue, and Mrs. Wolf Semonoff ran a dry goods store in
her living room. Mrs. Benjamin Kane worked as a pharmacist in her
husband's drug store.
T h e Robinson family lived at the corner of Eddy Street and Willard
Avenue. T w o sons, Charles and Maurice, were among the first Jewish
lawyers in Providence. There were some half dozen Jewish lawyers,
including J . Jerome H a h n and Harry and Frank Bellin. Benjamin
Brier remarked about lawyers Robinson, "Needless to say, they had a
Jewish clientele—all poor people".
IT WAS

NOT ALL

WORK

Sundays were for drives in the country, for picnics—a release from
the pressures of earning a living during the week.

Outing at Duby's Grove in Warwick, Rhode Island, circa 1915.
Left to right: a Mr. Lerner; a Mr. Goldenberg; Abe Mayberg, the
driver; Jacob Kaufman. Others not identified. Courtesy Ethel Scoliard.

Providence Plumbing Co., circa 1904. Located at 351 Point Street.
Left to right: Rotman Brothers (Abe and Maurice); unidentified;
Frank Scoliard; his son, Elisha Scoliard. Courtesy Ethel Scoliard.
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Came Sunday, who could afford to go out anyplace? Berman,
the butcher, had a horse and buggy and would pile in the family
and go to Roger Williams Park. If the horse was in good trim,
they might go as far as Toby's Farm or Palace Gardens (in Warwick). T h a t is where the picnic was held. Palace Gardens had more
pines and a baseball field. Most people did not have a buggy, so
they went with a man named Ehrenkrantz, a mover, who had a
long moving van (horse-drawn) with seats on both sides. H e would
load up the van with a couple of barrels of beer. Everyone would
take their own food. On Sunday mornings around 10 o'clock off
they would go to Palace Gardens to spend the day! Whole families.
T h a t was fun! It was really something to see on Sunday morning.
T h e few Jewish families who did own horses and buggies would
hitch u p and go off for the day. 19
IP

1?

Picnics every Sunday. Ehrenkrantz and Gray had these huge
strong furniture vans, and Sundays they converted them into a
kind of bus by putting seats in them. For 25 cents you could ride
to Palace Gardens for a picnic. They would be sponsored by
Gemilath Chesed,* and organizations like that. It was a big day.
It would clean out the area (in South Providence—mothers, fathers,
kids. Palace Gardens would be in the area of what is now Governor
Francis Farms area near Conimicut. 20
*
JL
Jfc
W
W
It was in Ehrenkrantz's moving van that people would pile in
on Sundays and go to Palace Gardens and Duby's Grove. There
is a story that my father (Frank Scoliard) used his plumber's
torch to roast the frankfurts. 2 1
#

*

*

Father had a horse and buggy—a real "surrey with the fringe
on the top". He had them housed elsewhere, and every Sunday
Mr. Steiner used to get his horse ready, hitch it up, and (bring
it to our home. T h a t buggy just shone! And we four girls would
wait, all starched up, wearing crinoline under our dresses, and
holding our baskets of lunch. My father would never go any
distance unless there were other buggies going along. W e would
go to Rocky Point with the group of three or four other buggies,
all lined u p in a procession. Pa was really never sure of himself in
driving. H e had no mechanical ability. In Austria he had worked
• T h e South Providence Hebrew Free Loan Association.
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in a store, and never knew how to use his hands. We also went
to the Niantic Avenue picnic grounds. W e used to have fun. 2 2
<U>
w

wkV- w

JR.

1 remember the picnics in the summertime. One such picnic is
particularly remembered because of the large number of people
and the wonderful atmosphere which prevailed. It was held on
Turoff's Farm. T h e day was sunny, and the people who gathered
there were in a festive mood. It seemed as if half of the town
were there on the farm. T h e picnic was converted into a grand
mass meeting, with speeches and singing. T h e sun poured down
her warmth on the people who stood and listened intently, and
down on the trees of the farm. It was a picnic never to be forgotten. 23
*

#

*

Every Sunday we would go out picriicking. T h e Rhode Island
Working Men's Association* or some other. organization would
hire a big moving van, which was parked on the corner of Gay
Street and Willard Avenue on Sundays. We would go to Palace
Gardens. Out would come the barrels of beer, and everyone would
pack a lunch. Our family also had a horse and carriage, a surrey,
which we would take to Roger Williams Park for picnics. I would
follow along on a pony I had. In winter we'd hitch ' a sleigh to
the horses and one to the pony. 24
Nat Fishman in recalling these events wondered how his father
managed in his buggy (driven iby a horse called Charlie). "Where did
he put the eight kids?" he asked, and then-answered "Perhaps there
were four kids in four laps."
"'•* .
Another popular form of recreation was dancing. Irving Howe in
his book, World of our Fathers, writes in some detail about the number
of dance halls in the Jewish sector of New York. Here the immigrants
had a chance to esoape the problems and drudgery of their new existtence in the United States.
"Jew night was Friday night at Rhodes. Families took their children
with them while they danced." Lillian Berger Rubinstein recalled being
taken to Rhodes as a child to watch her father, who enjoyed da.ncing.
I wanted to dance, and go to dances, b u t my father was against
it. My mother was more liberal and gave me the money to go,
although it was actually my own money for I had to turn over
my pay envelope to my father. 25
JL
IP

TT

JL
w

*Rhode Island Workingman Charity Association, chartered in 1909.

k

Sam Tatz's dancing class, circa 1902. Fannie Grant (Mrs. Charles
C. Brown) is third fr om the left, top row. Courtesy Mrs. Charles
C. Brown.

Abraham and Fannie Botvin and family, circa 1910.
Roberta Botvin Landman.

Courtesy
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Abraham Botvin and son Max, circa 1910. He peddled fruits and
vegetables in the summer and fish in the winter. Courtesy Roberta
Botvin Landman.

Botvin family on an outing somewhere in Warwick, Rhode Island,
circa 1910. Morris (standing) and Fannie Botvin (seated). Children,
left to right: Morris Botvin, Sadie Botvin (Woolf), Bessie Botvin
(Talan), Pauline Botvin (Mandell), Rose Botvin (Halpern), Max
Botvin, and Celia Botvin (Paull). Courtesy Roberta Botvin Landman.
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I was quite a dancer in my day. I would go to Rihodes on the
Pawtuxet. You took a girl out, you took her to Rhodes and then
you'd buy her an ice cream soda. You would have been a big sport.
We would go to Rhodes on a trolley car. Friday night was a great
night for Rhodes. We also used to have a lot of balls at Bazar's
Hall sponsored by organizations to which I belonged, like Touro, #
the Young Men's Hebrew Association,**, the Philomathians,f
and the Endeavors.jf Those were the four young men's clubs.
T h e women had their own organizations. 26
T h e Zellermayers' daughters recalled their parents' dancing, and they
were fond of one particular dance which was always played just for
•them at ;any social they attended.
For younger people the big social life was at Rhodes on the
Pawtuxet. We would take the Broad Street trolley there for the
weekend dancing. It was the meeting place for girls and boys.
Sometimes we would go dancing iat Hunt's Mills (near Rumford
in East Providence) and Vanity Fair, which was in Crescent
Park.27:]:
After making a number of weekend trips to Providence one
weekend had particular significance. One evening my young lady
invited me to a dance pavilion called Hunt's Mills. In addition
to dancing, there were canoes and row boats for hire. While
paddling my own canoe . . . my first proposal was accepted! 28
SAMUEL

TATZ

No anecdotes about dancing and the dances which were held in
South Providence would be complete without reference to Samuel
Tatz. H e was the dancing teacher of South Providence. H e held both
adult and children's dancing classes. A description of this colorful man
was given by various people who were interviewed. According to
Maurice Bazar he was a thin, dapper man, quite a musician, and
could lead an orchestra. T h e weddings were the highlight occasions, and
Tatz's orchestra often played for the dancing.
*The Touro Cadets, chartered in 1897, and the Touro Guards of American
Zionists, chartered in 1903, were related organizations. See RIJHN 2:99-103, No. 2,
April 1952.
**The Providence Young Men's Hebrew Association, chartered in 1912.
fHebrew Philomathian Association, chartered in 1910.
f f T h e Young Men's Endeavor Association, chartered in 1909.
JNot quite correct. It was a former amusement area in East Providence, once
located on the shore of the Providence River off Pawtucket Avenue on land now used
as an oil company tank farm. It was destroyed by fire.
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Mrs. Elsie Tatz Strauss reminisced about her uncle, Sam Tatz: "My
father, Max Tatz, was a silversmith, and his brother Sam joined him
after my father had been here for some time. (Max Tatz came to this
country in the 1880s.) Sam played the violin a n d was a dancing instructor. During the day he held dancing classes for children, some of
them co-ed. I played piano for his classes, b u t being young I wasn't too
proficient. If he made enough money on the classes, I might get 50
cents for playing. Otherwise, I received nothing. My uncle had an
unusually sensitive ear for music, and often I guess I played so that
my left hand did not know what my right hand was doing, and I
made errors. W h e n he detected the errors, he would say, 'Stop the
music!' In the children's classes he taught folk dancing, such as the
Virginia Reel, as well as some ballroom dancing. I particularly recall
the children (and I participated in this one) being dressed in sailors'
uniforms and dancing the hornpipe."
Mrs. Strauss described her uncle in this way. "He had very tender
feet and could not wear the hard leather of those days, so he had
to buy ladies shoes made of kidskin. He h a d the heels cut down, but
he was known as 'the man with the lady's shoes'. He was also called
a Beau Brummel with a shock of dark curly hair. Since he couldn't
make a living from his dancing classes, he tried other jobs. H e didn't
like the candy store, which he started, but he did earn extra money
by collecting for various charitable organizations such as T h e Miriam
Hospital. He was a familiar figure in both the North End and South
Providence where the Jews lived, as he rode around on his motorcycle
collecting the pushkes.* He knew where every Jewish family lived in
Providence. He was 'just lovable' and would take the children for
rides on the extra seat of his motorcycle."
Sarah Olch Webber (Mrs. Joseph Webber) called Sam Tatz "the
dancemaster with the cane", recalling how he pranced around. She
never had lessons with him, but accompanied her cousin, Regina,
when she attended the classes. Mrs. Webber said she would have loved
to have been part of the group of children, b u t since her family permitted
her to study piano, she had to be satisfied to be a spectator.
She remembered how "my cousin Regina would come from Doyle
Avenue on Saturday afternoons with her gorgeous doll, herself dressed
in a taffeta coat and with feathers in her hat, and gc to her dancing
class carrying her dancing slippers in a bag."
*The little can or container kept in the home, often in the kitchen, in which
money to be donated to charity was accumulated. (Yiddish)
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