THE FOUNDING OF A JEWISH COMMUNITY
THE EARLY YEARS OF CONGREGATION
AHAVATH SHALOM OF WEST WARWICK,
RHODE ISLAND
b y REBECCA TWERSKY

In the course of my research, I thought that my translation into
English of the original Yiddish minutes of the Ahavath Shalom Congregation of West Warwick, Rhode Island should serve an historical
and educational purpose. The story they record bears witness to the
Jews' loyalty to our traditional roots and determination to pass on this
heritage to their children, uniting them wherever they may live, even
if their numbers are small. These minutes recorded from September
], 1919 to July 25, 1923 were carefully preserved in a ledger by the late
Mrs. Abraham (Minnie) Sternbach of Plienix, West Warwick, Rhode
Island, the wife of the first vice president of the congregation and an
officer of the Hebrew Ladies Auxiliary. Their son, Professor Harold
Sternbach, brought the Yiddish minutes to my attention.
The original Yiddish minutes and the English translation will go
into the Archives of the Rhode Island Jewish Historical Association.
On December 17, 1919 the Anshei Shalom (Men of Peace) Congregation, was incorporated under the name of Ahavath Shalom (Lovers
of Peace) Congregation of West Warwick, Rhode Island by a charter
granted by the Secretary of State.* The seven founding members were:
Barney Hirshfield, Abraham Sternbach, Morris Shafrin, Joseph Dressier, Harry Fishtein, David Frank, and one Glantz.**
Abraham Sternbach, the only living founder of the Ahavath Shalom
Congregation, relates that there was talk of even earlier settlers in
West Warwick before 1919 (possibly late 1800s or early 1900s). He remembers a man by the name of (Myer) Shapiro, who had a clothing
store; and his uncle David Frank, a businessman, was among the very
early settlers, having arrived in 1904.
In 1912 Abraham Sternbach came to Arctic, Rhode Island, then a
part of Warwick, Rhode Island and the eventual home of Ahavath
Shalom Congregation. West Warwick was separated from Warwick and
•The charter was granted to "Congregation Harvas Sholam [sic] of Arctic, Rhode
Island"—"To hold religious, educational, social, musical gatherings and meetings,
fairs and bazaars." In the handbill reproduced here it is rendered "Avas Sholom"
For more on Congregation Ahavath Shalom see RIJHN 5:178, Nov., 1968. Ed.
**Not listed among the incorporators.
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Abraham Sternbach, the only surviving founder of the Synagogue and
First Vice President of the Congregation. Photo courtesy Max Margolis.
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chartered as a town in 1913. There were about ten to twelve Jewish
families with about fourteen to sixteen Jewish children altogether.
Some had small stores such as dry goods and shoe stores, but most
were peddlers in the various neighboring communities such as Natick,
Riverpoint, Clyde, Phenix, Arctic, Centerville, Crompton, and Anthony.
The mills and the villages of Arctic and Phenix attracted the early
settlers, immigrant European Jews, who came to West Warwick from
New York's Lower East Side. All shopping for kosher meat and food
was done once a week on Willard Avenue in Providence, Rhode Island
by streetcar. As there was no shut (synagogue) in town, the daily minyan
(ten adult males, the minimum for communal prayer) was held at the
home of Abraham Sternbach, where they also gathered on Shabbat
(the sabbath) and festivals for prayers until the year 1919. A Sefer
Torah* was loaned to them by the Robinson Street Shul of Providence.
The Jewish families of West Warwick longed for a shul, a religious
and educational center. They organized themselves into the "Anshei
Shalom, Anshei Arctic Association". Led by their president, Barney
Hirshfield, and vice president, Abraham Sternbach, they decided to buy
a building in the center of town and turn it into a shul. On October
20, 1919 Glantz, David Frank, and Max London were authorized to
buy a house. The eighteen members made immediate payments of 10
per cent of the cost, a total of $800 in cash. They agreed that in two
weeks another half of the money would be paid. A first mortgage was
obtained on the house, a two-story wooden structure. The first floor,
a saloon, was converted into a prayer house, while the second floor became living quarters for the Hebrew teacher, who conducted services
and taught the children of the members. Was he a rabbi? No, none
of the men who lived over the shul were rabbis, just learned men.
"They could not afford a 'real' rabbi", Sternbach told me.
The Anshei Shalom (Men of Peace) Association now, significantly,
became "Congregation Ahavath Shalom" (Lovers of Peace) of West
Warwick, Rhode Island. With peace among the members and differences forgotten, the president obtained a charter for the synagogue,
and a seal was designed for the congregation. Each member paid one
dollar a month in dues, and an initial two dollar fee for members from
outside of Arctic, West Warwick. Following tradition, the mitzvah
(pious deed) of Bikkur-Holim (visiting of the sick) was emphasized.
As the minutes record, it was agreed "that when one of the brothers of
*Sefer Torah, scroll containing the Five Books of Moses. (Hebrew)
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the congregation gets sick, the secretary has to be notified, and he is to
send out postcards to go and visit the sick brother".
In 1915 Shlomo Shafrin had come to teach the children Hebrew and
religious studies at their homes. He was now to begin teaching at the
synagogue. The neighboring Jews of Warwick and East Greenwich
were invited to send their children to study at their new school for a
fee. Thus a Talmud Torah [Teaching-Learning of the Torah] (Hebrew
Religious School) was founded. The Jews of Arctic understood their
sacred and unlimited duty. "Thou Shalt Teach Them Diligently."*
This small and dedicated group achieved their goal. The new Synagogue and Talmud Torah were completed. A Sefer Torah was donated
by David Frank, and preparations were made for the Siyum ha-Sefer
(the completion of any of the Five Books of the Torah) and the opening of the Shul on June 6, 1920. (See illustration on back cover.)
The Yiddish invitation printed by the Eagle Printing Company, 142
Willard Avenue, Providence, Rhode Island, epitomizes the feeling of
pride and rejoicing of the community on this historic occasion: The
Jewish community of Arctic and Phenix, Rhode Island realized that to
keep up Judaism, with the children to be reared in a Jewish atmosphere,
the Jewish sacred institution (the synagogue) must exist.
The Providence rabbis; Cantor Smith with his choir of the B'nai
Zion Shul, Providence; Cantor Keller of the Robinson Street Shul,
Providence; and a band of music from Boston were on hand for the
opening festivities. "As we, the congregation of Arctic and Phenix,
West Warwick, Rhode Island, have always taken part in all the Providence Jewish institutions, so we now request that the Providence Jews
should take part in this great, holy festivity of the Arctic and Phenix
Jewish Community. The following institutions have accepted our invitations: The Providence Hebrew Beneficial Association, and the Providence Beneficial Association. Whoever will come will enjoy and have
the best and holiest pleasure."
At one point in the procession, the men, women and children, rabbis
and cantors, stopped at a hall in Phenix and the scribe Gabrilowitz
inscribed in the parchment Scrolls of the Torah the names of those
who wished to be remembered as the founders of Congregation Ahavath
Shalom. With the Torah Scrolls borne at the head of the parade, they
walked proudly with the marching band to the new shul in Arctic,
•Deuteronomy VI.7.

jrtrop
.N .1

p s

lyirBBKDB? oyii ,|yE>6 o j n f l f t H JfcWMlT

r—n <n - n ^ n 8 ^

Stie? s ns ajnr-u i p

Ijnaten cj'tx is DIN -nyty:! px BN,T .n .1 ,op'J'D -uw .n ,p"o->K f« jnreyj jntrrn kh
]J)2N- aunyar* re ,jryECKOBt< JWTK p x i p m -yirp pn DinBJjnv DPI
•S PC ]"T lyrx -IJNY -fry; Bjyecy: BNPI y-iroy: yr^p .LYTPIAIODJ-N
JWTK h'i
am cv IVD'TIJ Dvi .BjyoirWB \yvvy: epw 'T* »m lyVyES-pynN
•iE l y ^ y p i»n
Stc
;is inw p b'O b'OC j»n -pn
nywyTYitos
inn p'onj "E y-ir'oy: nh TO N- st .ptBDtta pe pvvo uya « ™ ,br\\v anno iNcrato
TO jyaya w .openB'BorK ytrrn -ycjy-nitoB y^x px ^vra:» pouy:
;yaxn Dp're
lis nnoff lyy^'ci nyovo -iyn ]'« Vyib:» ;yey: ^ s i ]yTN nyojyrvitos tn 1« asy
ojjmwiB xn ,|ycy:
]yr;vi qytyiB'BDj'K jruyrnE .y"u oyj yw'Tx op'j'E uw p'Bix
^YCEYJYA WJMW® XH -BIN IKIT'N'DNDN SYTP'syjya navi
,nn cpjyiE .i .12 ;*X ,.X ."1 .op'J'E px mmn cvo -YN JYUXEJN -pr eyn IMX 11 D-.N
eyvnmx 7 DIN ,b~v T;-I IS p'BISJ RA OP'I'S p& -IN-INB A'o COINS -IJN p<t ayn IMN 2 DIN
cyn. ]ya«n eyn iyoip ayn cy -iyn .pvio • ps j:iB i»ya wn b'b Vwn 7« |p3J«iaiKS ;yo
.jyrjyr.yE jyBw^n jyEoya
w

w

The Foundation Of A Jewish Community
THE JEWISH COMMUNITY OF ARCTIC, R. I. and PHENIX, R. I.

takes deep pleasure in inviting A L L their Brethrens to the opening of their New
Synagogue " A V A S S H O L O M " , and to their "SIYOIM-AA-SAIFOR", which will
take place on SUNDAY. J U N E 6th. 1920.
This small community has worked hard and everyone of its members has spent
beyond his means to make this Synagogue a Reality, and Now that we have succeeded
we want our Providence Brethrens to Help us make Merry on our opening day.
To make this day a Real Festival, the Rabbis of Providence, Cantor SMITH
with his Choir and Cantor K E L L E R have been invited and a Real Band of Music from
Boston has been hired to furnish the music for the occasion.
The following institutions have accepted our invitations, we feel sure that many
others will followtSjhortly: Providence Hefcfew Beneficial Association, and Provi^enpe
Beneficial Association.
THIS IS THE PROGRAM FOR THE DAY
11 A. M. "SIYOIM-AA-SAIFOR".will take place at the home of Mr. David Frank,
Phenix, R. I.
2 P. M . Street Parade from Phenix, R. I. to O u r New Synagogue in Arctic, R. I.
7 P . M . Reception at Denommes' Hall, Arctic, R. I.

EVERYBODY IS INVITED AND A REAL GOOD TIME
IS PROMISED TO ALL.
THE gOMMITTtffc

EAGLE PRINTING COMPANY. 142 WILLARD AVE- PROVIDENCE.

This handbill was preserved in the ledger book containing the minutes
of the Synagogue handwritten in Yiddish.
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West Warwick, Rhode Island. The key, which had been carried on a
velvet pillow by Abraham Sternbach's young son, unlocked the door
of the synagogue.* Within the sanctuary the congregation stood as the
Parocheth (veil) in front of the Aron-Kodesli (Holy Ark) was drawn
back to allow the Torah Scrolls to be gently placed within the Ark.
The spirit and steadfast faith of these Jewish men and women can
best be described in the words of Isaiah, 43, 10:
You are My witnesses, saith the Lord,
And My servant whom I have chosen.
Each Jew and Jewess is continually making his or her mark upon the
unfinished history of the Jews, the history which Johann Gottfried,
the great German philosopher, called the greatest poem of all time.
Today the Ahavath Shalom Shul still stands, its physical structure
embellished and more beautiful. The building was remodeled in the
middle 1930s, better to suit the times and the increased affluence of the
members. The renovation was completed in 1938, and on June 7, 1939
Joseph Dressier donated a Sefer Torah on the occasion of its dedication.
The Aron-Kodesli, the Ark which contains the three Scrolls, occupies the entire wall directly in front of the Bimah.** It is recessed and
constructed entirely of mahogany. Over the sliding doors housing the
Torah Scrolls is carved the Decalogue. The doors are draped with
satin embroideries. Above the enclosure of the Scrolls is an intricately
carved Eternal Ligiht.f The table for the reading of the Torah is
covered by an embroidered velvet cloth, and the light of a beautiful
crystal chandelier hanging over the Bimah illuminates the Sanctuary.
In the shul, on the wall of the meeting hall, hang pictures of three
young men who died during World War II in the service of their
country: Morris Miller, Marvin Sternbach,^ and Harry Berman.
On May 13, 1945 a meeting was called by President William Deitch
to advise the members present that he and Abraham Sternbach had
purchased a cemetery plot consisting of forty graves in Lincoln Park
Cemetery in Warwick, Rhode Island. All members were to pay their
•As told to me by Marvin Futtersak from the recollections of his grandfather,
Abraham Sternbach.
** Bimah, raised platform containing the reading desk.
fDesigned and crafted by David Futtersak, son-in-law of Abraham Sternbach and
the late Minnie Sternbach.
$Son of Abraham Sternbach and the late Mrs. Minnie Sternbach.
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Ahavath Shalom Synagogue in Arctic, Rhode Island as it appears
today. Photo courtesy Professor Harold Sternbach.

Sanctuary of Synagogue. Photo courtesy Max Margolis.

