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THE JEWS OF PAWTUCKET AND CENTRAL FALLS
PART II
BY E L E A N O R

F.

HORVIT/

Part I of a history of the Jews who settled in Pawtucket and Central Falls
was published in the Rhode Island Jewish Historical Notes, Volume 9, No.
3. Through interviews with several people who grew up in this area a picture
evolved of what life was like for these families in the early years of this
century, why they settled in this region, how they made a living, where they
shopped, and how they enjoyed their leisure time. The problem of antisemitism was discussed. An account of the history of the Orthodox
synagogue, Ohawe Shalom, with its importance in the life of these Jews, was
included. Although the synagogue was the center of the Pawtucket and
Central Falls Jewish community, the organizations which arose to meet the
needs of these people were also cited.
Part II of the history is concerned primarily with the occupations of the
Jews who settled in the Pawtucket and Central Falls area.
Jewish-owned businesses, from a one man operation to the largest
department store and to factories employing hundreds of workers, figure
prominently in the history of Jews of Pawtucket and Central Falls.
OCCUPATIONS

Predominant in the 1875-1900 Pawtucket and Central Falls City
Directories were the following occupations pursued by the newly-arrived
Jew: dealers in clothing - 12; dealers in dry goods - 10; boot and shoe
repairers, and dealers in boots and shoes - 12; tailors - 7; peddlers - 7; with a
small number of variety and grocery store operators. The figures do not
indicate that a man would be in that occupation each year of listing, but
these were average occupational figures as listed over that period. By 1910
the variety of occupations had increased to include furniture dealers, more
grocery store owners, junk and iron dealers. In 1910 alone, 19 were listed as
in the shoes and boots business; 5 in dry goods. It is interesting to note that
by 1910 several occupations listed no Jewish names, such as plumbers,
printers, real estate dealers, dentists, doctors, public notaries, builders, and
billiard and pool room operators.
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In the 1923 Pawtucket and Central Falls City Directory not much change
was noted in the occupations of the Jewish residents. Of 53 tailors,
16 were Jewish; 10 of the 48 meat market owners were Jewish; and 8
out of 11 Jews were listed as junk dealers. Another high percentage of Jews
were found among the clothing dealers, 17 of 32. The shoe business still
attracted many Jews, with 11 of 26 shoe dealers and 22 of 72, shoe repairers.
In 1923, of 207 corporations, only 6 Jewish owned businesses had
incorporated, with the earliest that of the American Curled Hair Company
in 1880, founded by the Lewisohns of New York.
The above are just statistics from city directories, but what was life really
like for the small businessman? A few excerpts from interviews may
give some insight:
Father first worked in a market in Hartford as a meatcutter.
Since my parents wanted to go where there was family, they
moved to Central Falls and father opened his own Kosher
butcher store on Central Street. There were other Jewish
owned stores in the area.
Nathan Bogin, at 40 Central Stret, was the other Kosher
butcher; August Bakery was at 24 Central Street, David Vengerow was at 60 Central Street, and Max Perl had a pharmacy
at 63 Central Street. My father's first store was where the
railroad track was, but then he bought a cinder block
building at 34 Central Stret, and we lived upstairs. He always
delivered his orders, first starting with a horse and wagon and
graduating to a truck. My mother learned to cut meat (lefthanded), and I used to make out the bills, for most of our
customers called in their orders which were delivered. 1
RETAIL

BUSINESSES

Central Street was the busiest shopping area. In addition to the stores
mentioned in the above interview other businesses in existence at that time
were: Louis Morgan's grocery store at 62 Central Street, Charles J. Sender's
soft drinks business at No. 17, Samuel Levin's grocery at No. 19, Solomon
Raskin's grocery at No. 31. The block of 93 - 99 Central Street was called
Brennan's block, and among its stores was Samuel Halpert's dry good store.
On the other side of Central Street was Barry Mogilevkin's grocery at No.
48. Included on this long street were many Polish businesses and residences,
the Young Men's Polish Club, the Polish German Speaking Society, and the
Sons of Poland. At No. 205 was the Central Falls Public Library. It appears
that Irish families lived in the higher numbered houses in this neighborhood.
Peney Feital had his business at 403 Central Street.
Two cousins whose fathers were originally in the junk business
were interviewed. To the question of what kind of junk her father
collected, one answered, "Anything he could make a dime at — rags, metal,
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paper. First he started with a pushcart, shouting, "rags, bottles" house to
house. Then he got a horse and wagon which was easier for him. But that
was only for a short time when he went into a shop. Then he was a dealer and
people would bring him their stuff." 2
Her cousin, Jack Cokin, related: "My father wasn't in the junk-business
very long. As a result of the junk business somehow he got involved in
buying out people's furnishings when they were breaking up their homes.
This evolved into his being in the used furniture business, and then the
furniture business." The Cokin family was a large family in the Pawtucket
and Central Falls area. The 1923 Pawtucket-Central Falls city directory
listed Abraham Cokin still in the junk business at 478 Mill Street, Central
Falls as was Harry Cokin, junk peddler residing at 45 Darrow Street.
However, Isaac and Sam Cokin owned the American Furniture Company,
and Leon and Sam were in the furniture business called the Broad Street
Furniture Company.
Jacob Goodman described his father's Tailoring business:
My father learned his trade in Europe. He came from a
family of high-grade tailors. Even though they lived in a small
town, the quality of their work was such that it was done for
nobility. When he first started to work in Pawtucket, he took
a job at Shartenberg's Department Store in the alteration
department. That department also made women's clothes.
Later he went into business for himself in the Boston
Store building, which was across the street from Shartenberg's. He made suits and clothes for the upper class women
of Pawtucket. He was a tailor for many years, and then took
in button making, hemstitching, and other side lines. Even
in those days he ran into a problem getting proper help. When
he could not get competent help, he eventually got out of the
tailoring business and stayed in the button business. 3
Peney Feital was first listed in the Pawtucket and Central Falls City
Directory as being in the shoe and boot repair business. His shop and home
were listed at 112 and 114 Main Street respectively. His daughter spoke
about his business: "My father had a shoe repairing place, but he also made
soles and did the finishing of shoes made by the large shoe companies.
Originally shoes had all been made by hand, then gradually the machine
came in. His machinery was leased from the companies. In Europe he said
he had learned tailoring. He could sew beautifully." 4
An exception to the modest small businesses and services were those
enterprises large enough to be listed in the 1906 "Pawtucket Times Special
Anniversary and Industrial Edition". Since this kind of detailed information
about very early Jewish merchants is rarely documented, it is of value to
reprint the graphic and often flowery descriptions (see Appendix). Among
the businesses described were those of A. Feder & Son; the New England
Tailoring Company; J. M. Levy; Isaac Nathanson; Thomas Rosenfield;
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Samuel Needle, The Boston Tailoring Company; F. Leichter, The National
Clothing Company; lssac Rose, The Rose Clothing Company; Samuel
Zucker and Co.; The New England Wine and Liquor Company; and
Shartenberg & Robinson.
Thomas Rosenfield was cited in Part I of this paper for opening his home
to recently arrived immigrants. Isaac Rose, who had come to Providence in
1863, died on July 28, 1940. He had retired from the real estate business in
1939. He was an owner of the Strand Theatre in Providence and the
National Realty Building. He had remained a member of the Ahavath
Sholam Synagogue. As for the Zucker business one observer noted: "I
remember that business on Main Street in Pawtucket right opposite the fire
station. I recall as a kid my father would go there to buy liquor and I would
go with him. There was both a retail store and next to it a barroom. 5 Jacob
Shartenberg was one of the early German-Jewish merchants in Pawtucket.
The Berick family had a boot and shoe business called Berick & Son
(Abram and Louis). Their first business at 105 Broad Street was in boot and
shoe repairing and evolved into the shoe business. Abram and his son built
up the concern on Broad Street which was housed in the Berick Building
(130-132 Broad Street).

JUNK A N D

MANUFACTURING

The 1900 Pawtucket and Central Falls City Directory lists the occupation
of Junk and Iron Dealers for the first time. Three Jewish names appear in
this category: Samuel Horvitz, 23 Cross Street, Central Falls; Morris
Karlin, 416 Mill Street, Central Falls; and John Marks at 561 Mill Street,
Central Falls. In addition there was Max Percelay, who also started a junk
business early in the century. From these humble origins evolved some very
prosperous businesses. The S. Horvitz & Son concern dealt in cotton and
woolen rags and eventually became the manufacturers of upholstery and
pillow padding and stuffing under the name of Firmtex. John Marks
progressed from the junk business in the late 1920s to a dealer and converter
of cotton and synthetic yarn, a business still managed by his son and
grandsons. Morris Karlin dealt in cotton waste. The Percelay business
became involved with textiles. Creating a tufted type rug, Abraham Percelay
(son of Max) conducted his business with Joseph Percelay under the name
of Grand Mars Rug Company. Later he operated Associated Textiles with
plants in Central Falls and Woonsocket. Joseph Percelay founded Troy
Yarn and Textiles in Pawtucket with his sons, Morris and Merrill, and also
established the Fairlawn Spinning Company, which engaged in the spinning
of woolen and worsted yarns. 6
A review of the manufacturing companies located in the Pawtucket area
reveals several successful businesses, primarily in some form of textile
manufacturing, run by Jewish owners. Erwin Strasmich in his article, "Jews
and the Textile Industry, Rhode Island, and Fall River, Massachusetts",
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Rhode Island Jewish Historical Notes, Volume 6, No. 2, November 1972,
writes about the following enterprising merchants and their businesses —
Milton C. Sapinsley, Isaac Miller, Sanford H. Cohen, Martin Lifland, H. B.
Feldman, Hyman and Jacob Werner, Harry Schwartz, Harry Fine, Leo
Grossman, David Dwares, Neil Pansy, Ralph R. Levye, among others. In
most cases their businesses were located in Pawtucket, but the managers and
presidents were commonly residents of Providence and other communities.
What about the professions of the early Jews of Pawtucket and Central
Falls, the doctors, dentists, and lawyers?
PROFESSIONS

The first Jewish physician in this area appears to have been Dr. Lionel L.
Albert. In 1915 he lived and had his office at 518 Mill Street in Central Falls.
In 1917 he moved to 50 Pacific Street, keeping his office at the Mill'Street
address, and by 1920 he had both his home and office at 50 Pacific Street.
Again in 1923 he separated his home and office and had his residence at 62
Pacific Street. The story about how Dr. Lionel Albert happened to settle in
Central Falls, is told by a patient: "He had come from the Boston
area. He knew a Mrs. Hite from Maiden, who had moved to Central Falls.
When Dr. Albert finished medical school he went to the Central Falls area
because of her. She introduced him up and down the street to all the Jewish
and Polish people (she spoke Polish fluently), and he worked up a large
practice." 7
Another patient recalled Albert in this way: "He was the only Jewish
doctor. People treated him like a God. I remember a story in which a man
appearing for his citizenship papers answered the question of who was
president of the United States with the answer, 'Dr. Lionel Albert 1 ." 8 Lionel
Albert died September 6, 1942.
The only other Jewish physician listed in the early directories was Dr.
Joseph Marks, who opened his office in 1921 at 368 Central Street, Central
Falls. He lived in Warren, Rhode Island. His first office was in the John
Marks house, and his sister, Rose Brown, and her family had a dry goods
store on Dexter Street. Having family who lived in Central Falls probably
influenced Marks to practice there. He died on August 19, 1981.
The only Jewish dentist was Dr. Archie Albert, who went to live with his
brother, Lionel. He opened his office in a building at 84 Broad Street and
was listed as living with his brother at 62 Pacific Street in Central Falls.
Many kind remarks were made about him. "No Jew ever went to anybody
else." "He went to Brown University, dental school, and became a marvelous
dentist." "He was God with all the Jewish families." Archie Albert died on
September 6, 1960.
In 1900 Frank Bellin was listed as a lawyer at 528 Broad Street in Central
Falls, while boarding at 45 Fales Street. Lester Millman practiced law at 104

250

Rhode Island Jew ish Historical

Notes

Masonic Building in Pawtucket in 1908. There were no other Jewish lawyers
in this area for many years. In the 1923 Pawtucket and Central Falls Directory, Millman and Bellin were still listed among the lawyers. In that year
Samson Nathanson of Central Falls is listed as Clerk in the 11th Judicial
District Court. It was not until 1928 that another Jewish lawyer, Morris
Berick, opened his office.
Jewish residents were concerned with other occupations and businesses
than those described. Among those who took other directions are the
following:
Sigmund Rand had a barroom on Cross Street in Central Falls.
In 1890 Harry Rosenhirsh was a brush maker and boarded at 322 Broad
Street, Central Falls. Also listed in that directory was Moses Feinberg,
who was a news dealer at the railroad depot.
By 1900 Louis H. Bellin had opened a photography studio at 219 Main
Street in Pawtucket.
There were several Jewish families of Austrian birth who tended to
fraternize among themselves. Celia Farber mentions that her family was
friendly with the Jacob Berkelhammers, who owned the General Wine
Company; the Goldenberg family, who were in the pickle packaging business;
Jacob Schinagel in the soft drink business; and Samuel Rigelhaupt, who
owned the Winsor Bar and Grill and the Pawtucket Wine Co.
Well known in Pawtucket was Morris Espo, who founded the Pawtucket
News dealership which bore his name. Espo was active in religious, civic,
fraternal, and philanthropic groups. He was founder and first president of
both the Blackstone Valley Jewish Community Council and the Henry
Friedman Lodge, B'nai B'rith of Pawtucket, a member of the board of
directors of the Salvation Army in Pawtucket, and a director of the
Pawtucket Boys' Club. Espo died on January 23, 1965.
Many Jews migrated to and settled in the Pawtucket and Central Falls
area where their children were born. Many chose to live out their lives in the
same location.
ORGANIZATIONS

Within the Central Falls limits in the northwesterly corner of the city
between Lonsdale Avenue and the Lincoln town line a cemetery was
opened in 1868, called the Moshassuck Cemetery. This private corporation,
owned the original seven acres. 9 A plot of land was purchased
by the Congregation Sons of David of Providence on December 31,
1870 in this interdenominational cemetery. Sons of David merged with
Sons of Israel in 1874 and became the Congregation of the Sons of Israel
and David, which had its own cemetery on Reservoir Avenue in Providence.

