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A study of the history of the Jews of Woonsocket is concerned with their
family life, their role in the non-Jewish community and assimilation into
that community, their synagogues, their social and philanthropic
organizations, the education of their children (both secular and religious),
and their businesses and professions. The first known Jew who settled in
Woonsocket was Solomon Treitel, a scholarly, religious, and self-confident
man, who arrived in 1866 and opened a clothing business in Market
Square. 1 By 1900 Woonsocket's Jewish population had grown to 28,204.2
Concern for each other was one of the most distinguishing characteristics
of the group of Jews who settled in Woonsocket. As one resident observed:
"You cut one Woonsocket Jew and every Jew in the city bleeds." 3 This
concern manifested itself in the charitable and social organizations in which
these Jews were involved. The first focus of the history of this community is
on these organizations and their importance in the life of the Jew of
Woonsocket.
Preceding
organizations
Congregation
Congregation
their charters

the establishment of the first social and charitable
was the incorporation in 1893 of the Lovers of Peace
of Woonsocket, R.I. 4 and in 1895 the Woonsocket
Sons of Israel. 5 Although incorporated as congregations,
also provided for charitable, social, and benevolent purposes.

The first of these social and charitable organizations of record was the
Woonsocket Hebrew Mutual Aid Association chartered on March 17,
1905.6 It was organized to share "social and literary culture" and for "mutual
aid, charitable and educational purposes." The incorporators were Max
Dimond, Hyman Nestor, David Howitz, Samuel Schlausky, Louis Shapiro,
and Jacob Benner.
Chartered on July 28, 1906 was the loan society, Woonsocket Gemiles
Chesed Association "to promote the mutual welfare of the members and to
aid them in every material way when in want". 7 M. Greenberg, J. Shein, S.
Russian, Eli Sherman, Hyman Kramer and Nathan Falk were the
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incorporators. The Woonsocket Gemiles Chesid was chartered on January
8, 1914 "for charitable, benevolent, literary and social purposes" the
organizers were Nathan Falk, Eli Sherman, Mitchell Greenberg, David
Horovitz, and Hyman Katz. 8
THE WOONSOCKET

Y.M.H.A.

A Young Peoples Hebrew Association (Y.P.H.A.) lasted for a while, but
went out of existence in 1908.9 For several years there was no other
organization for young people. Two young men, Harry Fellman and Arthur
Kornstein, recognized the need for a Jewish center in which the young adults
could meet for their own benefit as well as for the benefit of the community
at large. 10 They acted upon the need by forming a Woonsocket Young Men's
Hebrew Association (Y.M.H.A.) club. They met at the home of Arthur and
Samuel Kornstein, 529 East School Street, on October 26, 1913. The
following were the organizers: Harry Fellman, Arthur Kornstein, Samuel
Kornstein, Louis Sadwin, Nathan Tickton, Israel Dunn, Harry Baker and
Hyman Baker. At this meeting it was decided to recruit the Jewish young
men who might be interested in the movement, which they considered to be
for the betterment of the Jewish people as a whole. Harry Fellman was
elected the first president of the association, Louis Sadwin treasurer, and
Arthur Kornstein secretary. With the announcement of its formation, many
new members enrolled. When membership reached 36, St. George's Hall
was hired for meetings.
On March 15, 1914 the group became affiliated with the associated
Y.H.M.A.s of New England. In August 1914 they were incorporated under
the laws of Rhode Island and were granted a charter by the Secretary of
State "To advance the moral, educational, physical and social standing of
the Jewish young men and the community at large". The incorporators were
Harry Fellman, Samuel Kornstein, Louis E. Sadwin, Hiram Rosenfield,
Nathan Tickton and Israel Dunn. 11
Toward the end of September 1919, membership had increased to 82 and
a campaign was launched to raise a $500 fund for leasing and furnishing
permanent quarters. The formal opening of the Y.H.M.A. rooms took place
on January 3, 1915. Located at 6 South Main Street, the association now
became the Jewish center of the entire Jewish community.
Many and varied were the activities of the Y.H.M.A. as evidenced by
newspaper clippings contained in a scrapbook kept by Arthur Kornstein.
One of the important activities was the formation of a debating team with
Joseph Greenberg as captain and Arthur Kornstein and Samuel Kornstein
as members. The first debate to receive newspaper publicity was an InterY.H.M.A. contest between the Providence and Woonsocket Y.H.M.A.s,
held at Congregation B'nai Israel Synagogue on November 14, 1915. The
question was: "Resolved: That the convening of a Congress of Jewish
Representatives in America on a democratic basis to consider all problems
affecting the Jewish people of the world will best serve the interests of the
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Jewish people." Speaking for the Providence Y.H.M.A. on the negative side
were Bernard Bercu, Captain Abraham Goldener, and Newman Priest.
Speaking for the Woonsocket Y.H.M.A. and the affirmative were Joseph G.
Greenberg, Captain, and Samuel and Arthur Kornstein. The judges were
Attorney Max Margolis, Vice President of the New Bedford Y.H.M.A.;
Attorney Benjamin Evarts, Director of the Immigration and Naturalization
Department of Associated Y.H.M.A.s, and Attorney Nathan Yamins of the
Fall River Y.H.M.A. The Woonsocket team were the winners of the debate
by unanimous decision. An audience of more than 500 people crowded the
synagogue to hear the debate. In the newspaper account the following
comment appeared: "Having demonstrated beyond the shadow of a doubt
that to help our stricken brethren in Europe we must have the cooperation
of all American Jewry, we must agree that if we are to continue to receive
aid we must bestow upon the people a division of the power and
responsibility for which they are now calling."
In 1922 the Woonsocket Y.H.M.A. again held a debate with the
Providence Y.H.M.A. which also received much publicity. Speaking for the
Providence Y.H.M.A. were Sydney Levine, Jack Greenstein, and Max
Winograd. For the Woonsocket team were Joseph Eisenberg, Fred Israel,
and Israel Rabinowitz. Held in the Providence Conservative Synagogue
(Temple Beth Israel) the subject was "Resolved: That the United States
should recognize the Soviet Government of Russia." The judges were
prestigious: Judge J. Jerome Hahn, Judge Max Levy of Newport, and Dr.
Charles Carroll of the Rhode Island College of Education. The auditorium
was filled to overflowing. The Woonsocket debaters were the winners. They
upheld the negative side, arguing that the Communist Government of
Russia did not recognize the right to ownership of private property, thus
stultifying individual effort and taking away from the people the incentive to
produce.
On March 12, 1922 the same opponents debated the same question in
Woonsocket in Congregation B'nai Israel Synagogue. Judges for this debate
were Hon. Ambrose J. Kennedy, Rhode Island Congressman; Dr. J.J.
Gearon, and Judge J. Earle Brown. Again the Woonsocket team, which
upheld the negative side, won the debate. According to the newspaper
report: "Arthur Kornstein of Woonsocket had complete charge of the event
which was declared one of the most successful affairs of its kind ever held in
this city."
Social affairs such as the Y.H.M.A. annual ball figured prominently in
the activities of the members. A review on February 15, 1916 of a ball held
the night before, proclaimed it to be a great success: "Third annual event of
the local association held in Harris Hall — Proceeds for the benefit of warsuffering Jews — large attendance thoroughly enjoys last evening's
festivities". It was deemed to be a social, financial, and artisitic triumph.
Guests came from many neighboring cities of Rhode Island and
Massachusetts. It was noted that "the music for the one-step and fox trot
were so alluring that they were repeated again and again in response to the
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outspoken wishes of the dancers." Proceeds were almost $1,000, which was
donated to the Jewish Relief Fund. 12
Several other newspaper accounts of annual balls reflected the success of
these undertakings, which attracted guests from many other New England
Y.H.M.A.s.
There were also annual picnics, which included entertainment, concerts,
sports, athletic events, exhibition bouts, boating, and fishing. There were
bowling matches and other cooperative activities between the members of
the New England Y.H.M.A.s. Various conferences were held with delegates
representing each group, and Woonsocket on one occasion was the host city
for the delegates of the Associated Y.H.M.A. of New England.
The educational committee scheduled as speakers such noted public
figures as Dr. Nathan Krass, rabbi of Temple Emanu-El, of New York, "an
outstanding public figure in the forefront of the educational and religious
life of the country. 13 Another speaker was John Spargo, noted economist,
author, journalist, and lecturer. Spargo was considered the most powerful
and effective opponent of Bolshevism in the world. The well-known
educator, Dr. Mordecai Solts, who was considered a leading authority on all
phases of Jewish education and Yiddish literature, spoke on the subject,
"Jewish Ceremonies. Their value and significance."
The activities offered by the Y.H.M.A. to its members and the public
represented a wide scope of interests. There were classes concerned with
attaining citizenship. There was a Y.H.M.A. orchestra. One group
concerned themselves with the religious aspect of Judaism, participating in
Friday night services which were conducted in the association's rooms.
The Woonsocket Y.H.M.A. joined with the other Y.H.M.A.s in adopting
a resolution expressing their disapproval of the proposed restriction of
immigrantion to this country. It was vitally interested in the concerns of
world Jewry.
United States participation in World War I affected the Woonsocket
Y.H.M.A. directly. Thirty-three members served in the war. Activities of the
Y.H.M.A. were curtailed. Upon the return of the servicemen a
reorganization meeting was held on November 16, 1919, and plans were
made for returning the Y.H.M.A. to an active status.
On December 1, 1921 the dedication and formal opening of the renovated
and remodeled Y.H.M.A. and the quarters which they would now share
with the Young Women's Hebrew Association (Y.W.H.A.) were described
in the "Jewish Advocate" of Boston. More than 300 persons attended the
opening of the quarters in the Ray Building located on the corner of Bernon
and South Main Streets. President Jacob Russian outlined the program of
the Y.H.M.A. and urged those present to continue to display interest in the
welfare of the association. Miss Flora F. Schlansky, president of the
Y.W.H.A., pledged the support of her organization in carrying out the
slogan of the Y.H.M.A., which was, "Service to the individual, service to the
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home, and service to the community." Rabbi Phineas Israeli of
Congregation B'nai Israel lauded the joint efforts of the Y.H.M.A. and the
Y.W.H.A. He encouraged the study of Hebrew and urged them to help
toward the social and physical betterment of the individual.
The last entry in Kornstein's scrapbook was dated 1929. From this and
from the recollections of Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Kornstein, it appears that the
Y.H.M.A. ceased to be active at that time.
WOONSOCKET

Y.W.H.A.

The role of the Jewish women of Woonsocket in the charitable and
cultural life of the community was of great importance. Three Jewish
women's organizations were prominently involved. Following along parallel
lines with the Woonsocket Y.H.M.A. was the Young Women's Hebrew
Association organized October 8, 1914.14 Chartered on December 18, 1915,
its purpose was "To advance the moral, educational, physical and social
standard of the Jewish community; to create a Jewish center which shall act
as a common ground, and for the promotion of good fellowship, charity and
the best interests of all". The incorporators were Hazel I. Fellman, Bessie
Russian, Rose Schlansky, Rebecca Cole, Ida Myerson, Lillian B. Fellman,
Sarah Brenner, Jennett Lazarus, Rae Schlansky, and Esther Belansky. 15
According to the history published in the Trumpet (the B'nai Israel Junior
Congregation's publication), the Y.W.H.A. became the only true and
important factor at that time in Woonsocket perpetuating and encouraging
Jewish sisterhood. That the women met with opposition in some quarters is
indicated by the following statement: "We are thankful to many of our
members, who, in spite of opposition and lack of co-operation, adhered
faithfully and who worked with their whole heart and soul for the interest of
the Y.W.H.A."

Sisterhood, Congregation B'nai Israel, 23rd D o n o r Event, 80th Birthday. L to r: Mrs.
Alexander Brennan, Mrs. Martin G o o d m a n . Mrs. Cyril Israel and Mrs. Samuel Kondy.

330

Rhode Island Jewish Historical

Notes

Sisterhood, Congregation B'nai Israel. L to r: Gladys Galkin, Frances Mactez, Rebecca
Levine, Ida Dunn, Ida Levein, Lena Cohen, Ida Colitz, Minnie Levine, and Lena Turkel.

Their social activities were numerous, involving dances, concerts,
entertainments, and whist parties. They presented several lectures, speakers
being furnished by the Associated Y.H.M.A. of New England.
A successful event was sponsored by the Y.W.H.A. on June 22, 1919, a
cabaret in honor of the Y.H.M.A. men who had returned safety from service
in World War I.
The annual ball of January 29, 1924 called "The Midwinter Frolic" was
held at the Chateau ballroom. The entertainers were described in this way:
"Little Miss Emily Potvin, star of many theatrical productions, will be

Sisterhood, Congregation B'nai Israel. L to r:Sadye Finklestein, Edith Ginsburg, Becky
Brenner, Becky Levin and Dollie Brown.

