THE JEWISH WOMAN LIBERATED
A History ofF THE LApiEs’ HEBREW FREE LOAN ASSOCIATION
by EreaNor F. Horvrirz

The need for an organization in Rhode Island to provide women
with a dignified loan service was first broached among a group of
women meeting at the home of the late Mrs. Israel Sydney on Jefferson
Street in Providence. From this discussion the idea of a women’s loan
association was germinated. The decision to set up such an organiza-
tion was made later at the home of the late Mrs. P. Shatkin, the associa-
tion’s first president. Thus the Ladies’ Hebrew Frce Loan Association
came into being.

A woman’s dilemma—worrics about her relatives in Europe, for
whom a few dollars for Passover would mean so much. ITer daughter
in the meantime needs a new coat for school. How can she afford both?
With her husband in charge of the family’s finances, she has no way of
supplementing her “table” money. Her husband on the other hand
has a source from which he can borrow, the Gemilath Chesed or the
Hebrew Free Loan Association, as the name has been rendered in Eng-
lish. When the Providence organization was first formed in 1903 a man
could borrow up to $25. As the capital of the Association grew, the
upper limit for loans was increased.

In a paper concerning the organization, its activities were described
in this way: “These loans are made without interest or any other charge
whatsoever, on easy repayments, thus enabling those in financial dis-
tress to go into or stay in business, marry, continue their studies, bury
their dead, celebrate the high holiday, in short, to live as self-respect-
ing members of the community.”:

There was no such opportunity over the years for the woman who
was faced with similar financial problems. There were women, how
cver, who were aware of the need for their own sex to have the same
opportunity for borrowing as did the men. They realized that it was
also important that a woman bec enabled to borrow on her own, with-
out endorsement from her husband, in whose name any possessions or
property would likely be held.

In pursuit of this goal a group of concerned women met on June 15,
1931 for the purpose of establishing an organization to be called the
Ladies’ Hebrew Free Loan Association. A loan fund would be made avail-
able from which women could borrow funds without interest and without
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their husbands’ endorsements. Quietly and with the knowledge that the
transaction would be kept in strict confidence, a woman could now
obtain money to scnd to her poor relatives in Europe, or for buying
a coat for her daughter. Her husband need not know. She could pay
the loan back at a modest fifty cents or one dollar weekly. At the As-
sociation’s inception she could borrow up to $25 (this sum increased
in later years), an amount which she might ncver have been able to
accumulate on her own.

The concerned women who constituted the charter members of the
Ladies’ Hebrew Iree Loan Association were: Mesdames A. Axelrod, ]J.
Belilove, M. Bloom, M. Brown, E. Dluty, 1. Feinberg, I. Feldman, L.
Finer, M. Finklestein, S. Ganzer, B. Ginsberg, J. Gold, E. Hirsch, ].
Horvitz, S. Hyman, D. Kahanovsky, S. Korn, H. Leach, S. Levin, M.
Levine, B. Mayberg, S. Melamut, M. Mellion, G. Nclson, T. Ponce, E.
Rosen, D. Saltzman, A. Samdperil, B. Seigel, H. Shatkin, L. Seitman, S.
Sherman, G. Sydney, B. Tichman, S. Turcott, Z. Udisky, L. VWinograd,
S. Young, G. Zaidman, and J. Zitserman.

A copy of the loan application form is shown (on page 506).

Mary Sydney Ostrow (Mrs. Philip), who is the daughter of a charter
member, Mrs. Israel Sydney, describes her home as a sort of “branci
office” for those who sought to boerrow. Mrs. Ostrow rccalis that her
mother attributed her knowledge of Jewish loan socicties to her father,
who had established a gemilath chesed in Europe.

A borrower was issued a book in which the loan was recerded. Loan
payments were recorded in the book at the Sydney home. Tocated at
142 Jefferson Street, it was convenient for women of the North End of
Providence either for making application for a loan or making the weekly
payments. As documented in the old account books of the organiza-
tion. Airs. Sydney or her daughters brought the money which she col-
lected to the Providence downtown office located in the Arcade Build-
ing. Mrs. Ostrow as a young girl was rccruited to fill out the loan ap-
plication forms for those who could not read or write English. Mrs.
Sydney frequently acted as endorser. Very few borrowers failed to pav
back their loans, perhaps one or two per cent. Her mother, or anv of
the other members who acted as endorsers, would make good on de-
faulted loans.

Another “branch office” for the convenience of those who lived in
South Providence was located in the home of Mrs. David Baratz. She
was a very active member and an officer of the organization throughout
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its existence. Mrs. Baratz stated in an interview that among the accounts
which she handled only one was not repaid. In that instance the woman
had died. Her endorser refused to honor her commitment and conse-
quently was never again asked to act as co-signer. Mrs. Baratz spoke
of the enthusiasm and dedication of the women who served on the
board. They held weekly meetings.

Listed in the account books of the organization are the names of
the members who were responsible for collecting payments on loans
and for turning the money in at the main office or “branches.” A pro-
fessional collector, Samuel Tatz, also according to Mrs. Ostrow did
some collecting for the group.

THE EArRLY YEARS 1931-1942

Esther Syndney Bloom (Mrs. Manuel), another daughter of Mrs.
Israel Sydney, acted as treasurer of the Ladies’ Hebrew Free Loan
Association for the entire period of its existence. It is from her records
that we have extracted the following information. The first check was
issued on October 3, 1931 for the purchase of bookkeeping books at a
cost of $7.15. Subsequent checks for expenses to set up the loan society
included payments to Liberty Printing for receipt books and advertise-
ments. Now that they were in the business of loaning money, they had
10 advertize this service. One of the vehicles for publicity was the Ladies’
Hebrew Union Aid Association, which had been chartered in 1890 “to
give aid and charity to the poor.”2

In the first month of its existence the Association paid $3.00 to Zinn's
restaurant for use of a meeting room. Expenses for setting up the or-
ganization were minimal.

From the forty members who organized the association and their
modest dues and donations, the Ladies’ Hebrew Free Loan Association
grew rapidly. After five years, according to an audited statement of
condition on November 30, 1936, their assets were $2,590.74. This sum
was made up of loans receivable of $1,490.65 and cash in banks of
$1,100.09. Their income for the year 1935-36 was derived from dues,
$501.65 (dues for members were $1.00 per year); donations of $24.86;
luncheon, $381.71 and $9.80 from an accompanying raffle; sale of ad-
vertisements $56.00; and an item called “cards”, $8.00. The total from
all sources was $982.02. Expenses were kept very low, amounting to only
$376.49, which included rent of $120.00 for the year, stationery and
printing of $118.78, and office expenses of $89.90. Sixty-seven women
borrowed from the Ladies’ Hebrew Free Loan Association that year.






