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Notes towards an Ethnography of the Czech Jews of New York City in the 1950s 
(slide) As a little girl growing up in Manhattan in the 1950s I drew few distinctions between the adults around me. Some were Jewish, some were not. Some had blue numbers tattooed on their arms, some did not. (slide) Nazism, Stalinism and immigration had created the small society in which I grew up. Everyone in it had lost language, family, friends, country, professions and property (slide). Conventional social hierarchies had been upended: money, status, and social class had been no protection from disaster – in some cases they had hastened disaster. (slide) In the 1950s, these refugees lived mainly on the Upper East and West sides of Manhattan, and in Floral Park, Forest Hills, Kew Gardens and Jackson Heights in Queens. They were, I later found out, Bohemian and Moravian Jews. Under the Habsburgs (slide) they had mostly spoken and read German, the official language of the Austrian Empire and many of them had also spoken Czech. After the establishment of Czechoslovakia in 1918 (slide), the majority had switched to Czech. Their social lives in New York overlapped with other Central European Jews and with Czech non-Jewish refugees. It was not one cohesive community but overlapping circles of survivors of the First Republic, the war and emigration who, as my mother often remarked, might not have even met in the more stratified society of pre-war Prague. They were, as one refugee put it, “united by a desire to re-establish the society that had been destroyed.” This presentation gives us an opportunity to recreate a community that is now extinct. 

Czechoslovakia was widely regarded as the only country in inter-war Central and Eastern Europe to actively discourage anti-semitic activity.
 Thomas Masaryk (slide) was a leader interested in educating his nation towards tolerance as was his colleague and successor Edvard Benes. Hungarian Jews report being envious of Czechoslovak Jews and particularly admiring of Benes (slide).  After a meal in the 1930s, instead of saying the Yiddish Wir wollen benschen (let’s now pray) they’d say Wir wollen Ben-es-chen. Under these two leaders, the First Republic became a refuge first for Russians fleeing the Revolution, then for Germans and Austrians fleeing Nazism. Its Jewish citizens were as various as Jews in America today, running the gamut from the orthodox in Subcarpathian Ruthenia to baptized Jews in Bohemia and Moravia. There were the very rich (slide), like banker Walter Petschek and his wife Franzi; the wealthy textile industrialists like the world’s largest fez manufacturer Josef Zucker (slide); progressive Rabbis like Richard Feder (slide); reclusive writers like Franz Kafka (slide); Zionist writers like Max Brod (slide); Communist writers like Egon Erwin Kisch (slide). There were provincial women like Ernestine Popper from Kralovice (slide) who transformed herself into Tina Roubicek, the chic couturiere of Prague and solid bourgeois couples like my Epstein grandparents (slide). There were many Jewish diplomats and government advisors and many Jews in the arts and sports. Many were active members of Sokol; some competed in the Czech Maccabi Association and on Czechoslovak national teams. (slide) In the period between the world wars, 18 % of all university students in CR were Jews, including women like medical student Marianne Pollak (slide) who became a leading psychoanalyst in New York City and law student Hana Winn (slide) who would later work for Radio Free Europe and Amnesty International. In Moravia, where Jews lived in tighter and more observant communities, the intermarriage rate with non-Jews was 30%.
 In Bohemia, it was a surprising 43.8 % -- higher than in Germany or America at the time. Prague was no longer a center of Talmudic studies; there were no rabbinical seminaries and few Jews spoke Yiddish. The majority of Czech Jews visited synagogues only on the High Holidays. “We were brought up very liberal, with no religion but a strong nationalistic feeling,” Ilona Winter, shown here with her mother (slide) later wrote.  “At home we were told that we were Jewish, but that religion is something that only simple people need. Our parents taught us morals and ethics, without prayers and fears and they gave us a sound base to become decent and good people.”

Before the war, both my parents thought of themselves as Czechs. Kurt Epstein was born in 1904 in what was then Raudnitz an der Elbe, now Roudnice (slide), one of the four historic Jewish communities of Bohemia  where his ancestors are documented back to the 17th century. His father Maximillian (slide) owned a tannery and leather factory and was president of the town’s one synagogue. He married Helena Polakova (slide) a doctor’s daughter from Reichenberg, now Liberec and they had three sons. The second, my father Kurt (slide) started swimming in the Elbe as a boy. He became a competitive swimmer and a water polo player (slide) who chose to compete NOT in the Jewish Maccabi but for the Czechoslovak National Team. He was proud of his service in the Czechoslovak Army as a Reserve Lieutenant (slide) and proud of representing Czechoslovakia in the Amsterdam Olympics of 1928 and the Berlin Olympics of 1936 (slide). It was only in 1939, when under Nazi pressure, all Czech sports clubs expelled their members, that his Jewish identity became predominant. In 1941, he was deported to his former garrison of Terezin, then to Auschwitz. He returned to Prague the sole survivor of his family (slide). 

My mother was a Prague girl (slide). Her German-speaking father Emil Rabinek was an electrical engineer (slide) who had himself baptized at the turn of the century but saw no reason to change his name which means “little Rabbi” in Czech. In 1920, he had my mother (slide) baptized Franciska Paulina Margaret Rabinek. My Czech-speaking grandmother came from the Czech nationalist hotbed of Kolin (slide) and moved to Prague at the turn of the century to work as a seamstress. In 1920, she established her own fashion salon whose advertisement (slide) is at the bottom of this slide. My mother Franci grew up with fashion and although she was a student at the French ecole and lycee, dropped out of school to become a designer (slide). She and her parents were deported to Terezin in 1942 and it was in the ghetto that she first learned Jewish history and ritual. She returned from Bergen Belsen in 1945 with only her cousin Kitty (slide). 
Some of you may be wondering how these family PHOTOGRAPHS survived. The reason speaks to the degree of integration of Jews into Czechoslovak society. My father’s photos were saved by his best friend Jozef Busek, the goalie of his water polo team, to whom we sent packages from New York for the rest of his life. My mother’s photos were saved by a Czech client of her fashion salon.

Although my parents were lucky to be welcomed back to Prague in 1945 (slide), like most Holocaust survivors they were destitute. Even the Jews who had fought for the Allies or escaped the war on other continents returned to find their property stolen, their homes occupied by others, their jobs gone, their families and friends dead. Many had physical and psychological health problems. Restitution was slow, and complicated by corruption and politics. Many heard hurtful remarks about Hitler’s failure to eradicate all the Jews. Yet they chose to remain.  Although Czechoslovakia became a transit country for Jews from Roumania, Poland and Hungary on their way to Palestine or DP camps in Germany, the majority of the 16,000 Bohemian and Moravian Jews who survived the war chose to rebuild their lives in their native country (slide).
 

Why did they stay? Skeptics say they had nowhere to go but Jews I have interviewed cite many reasons to remain in Czechoslovakia: their sense of being full citizens; their sense of Czechs being fellow victims of the Nazis; their marriages and friendships with non-Jews. Some had professions and property to reclaim; some had fought with the British and Soviet armed forces for their country or served in the London and Moscow Czechoslovak governments-in-exile. Some were Communists who believed in a Communist future. Some even returned to live in Czechoslovakia from comfortable lives in North and South America.  Their number however was pitifully small. (slide). 
My parents married in 1946 (slide) and planned to remain in Prague. Kurt worked in a friend’s business, coached swimming, and was named to the National Olympic Committee. Franci rebuilt her dressmaking salon. I was born in November 1947. In February of 1948, my father looked out his window, decided that the Communists were Nazis in a different color uniform, and that he would not be lucky enough to survive a second time. When he returned from the camps alone in 1945, he had discovered that his only surviving family was in New York and he had applied for emigration at the American Embassy, then forgotten about it. His favorite cousin had married banker Walter Petschek (slide) Now, my father’s name had reached the top of the list. The Petscheks sponsored us and we flew out of Prague in July of 1948 with few possessions but relatively little trouble. 

Most refugees were not as lucky. Getting into the United States or Canada then was extremely difficult. (slide) The Immigration Act of 1924, had sharply restricted immigration and despite amendments, fewer than 23,000 Czechoslovak citizens were accepted into the U.S, between 1931 and 1950. (slide) Marianne Pollack’s ship was torpedoed by the Germans and she survived in a lifeboat. (slide) Peter Sachsel applied for a US visa in 1938 from France and was finally admitted in 1943 from Cuba. The Winters fled to Yugoslavia and arrived in America via Jerusalem and Cape Town (slide).

It’s hard to put a number on the NYC community of Jews from the Czech lands, but it’s clear they were a mere drop in the bucket of New York City’s two million Jews.
  They were also an anomaly among Jewish refugee groups –- with no synagogue, no charismatic Rebbe, no single neighborhood or newspaper of their own. Few spoke Yiddish. (slide) Few had the group experience of DP camps. Few were resettled by the American Joint or the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society.  If they had any one outstanding characteristic it was their ability to assimilate. They took the American idea of the melting pot and ran with it, literally melting into American society. 

In America, the Czech Jews encountered many new things but most surprisingly anti-Semitism that they had not expected: places of business, hotels, clubs, entire neighborhoods and towns closed to Jews. Peter Sachsel was told to change his name to Scott if he wanted to work in the chemicals industry. Some refugees changed discernibly Jewish names to Edwards, Witney or Rogers but most, like George Myska, retained them out of loyalty to parents – even when the name meant “little mouse” in Czech. Some changed religious affiliation. My baptized mother sent me and my two brothers to synagogue (slide) but the Winters had their son baptized in the Jan Hus Church (slide) and sent him to an Episcopal church. Some had Christmas trees and many celebrated the holiday with Christian friends. Most refugees spoke only English at home so as to adapt to the news country; a few, like my parents continued speaking Czech. Whatever they did, the Czech-speaking Jews were far less visible or audible than the enormous Polish-Jewish community or the German Jews of Washington Heights. They did not mix much socially with them. My mother articulated a historic prejudice –Czech and Jewish – against countries east of Czechoslovakia when, upon meeting my husband-to-be she said, “You know when the Czechs were building palaces, the Roumanians were still living in trees!” Their attitudes toward their Jewishness ranged from upfront to surreptitious.

“It was very Clintonesque,” Susi Stasny, shown here in the 1950s later wrote (slide) about her own family, “Don’t ask, don’t tell. Never discuss our religion with any one. Don’t ask them what they are. Blend in. Most of the time, we felt we didn’t. Like my gay friends. They were afraid to come out to people because they thought they’d be ostracized or physically harmed. That was our parents’ experience and in their minds, we were safer keeping our secret.” 

The first wave of Czech Jews had arrived in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Some had been vacationing or studying abroad and did not return home. Others fled. They included businessmen like Max Taussig who struck it rich with an import company; musician Jaroslav Jezek (slide) and actor George Voskovec (slide) who with Jan Werich founded the celebrated Osvobozené divadlo (Liberated Theater) closed down by the Nazis in 1938. They included musician Joseph Wechsberg (slide), a well-known cultural journalist who wrote a moving book about his post-war return to Ostrava; and the poet and psychiatrist Joseph Wiener who like other physicians taught in an American university and worked for the Veterans Administration. These immigrants brought the ideals and values of the First Republic to America and preserved them during the decades of totalitarianism in Czechoslovakia. In New York, they provided an artistic and intellectual layer to a pre-existing Czech community in place since the 19th century. 

The most important figure in this wave was Dr. Karel Steinbach (slide), who served as a kind of Craigslist for the Czech community as well as its physician, finding work and housing opportunities for the new arrivals. He had been my mother’s obstetrician in Prague and one week after she landed, Dr. Steinbach called to say he had a client for her: his friend Czech soprano Jarmila Novotna (slide). A week later, my mother bought a sewing machine and started working. 
Dr. Steinbach was an ebullient bachelor (slide) who had been close to many of the First Republic’s most celebrated political and cultural figures, including Tomas and Jan Masaryk.  Born in a village near Pribram, where his parents owned the only store and where they were the only Jews (slide), Karel Steinbach wanted to be in the theater. But his mother wanted him to be a doctor and he became an obstetrician who delivered some 6,000 Czech babies.  He was Prague theater’s unofficial doctor until the Nazi invasion, when he fled to America on a visitor’s visa. Through the intervention of Jan Masaryk he became a military attaché at the Czech consulate in New York. (slide) At 50, knowing little English, he took his New York State Medical boards and passed, but after the war – like so many other Czech Jews returned to Prague. Masaryk persuaded him to obtain American citizenship just in case and after February of 1948, Steinbach fled again. Along with physician Dr. Ella Traub, he gave affordable and sometimes free medical care to the Czech refugees, many of whom could not afford a doctor. He lived in Jackson Heights -- in an apartment house called the Czech Centroklep because as many as 30 Czech families lived there at a time. His primary employer was the United States military for whom he processed 55,000 military men and women. He never married nor had children but was at the heart of the Czech community into his mid-nineties. 

Unlike my athlete father who became a cutter (slide), physicians like Steinbach, Traub, Winn, and Walter Redisch were fortunate to be able to get certified in America and to continue in their profession. The majority of male refugees left old professions behind and took any job that family or the refugee network offered – many in Manhattan’s then-large garment center or in import-export businesses. They were hindered by language, age, the recession of the early 1950s, and anti-refugee sentiment. My father applied to the New York Athletic Club (slide) as a water polo coach, unaware that the club was closed to Jews and wound up after years of chronic unemployment, in the heavily Jewish garment center. Willy Kauders became a salesman of Christian religious goods. Engineer Max Mayer (slide) worked briefly as an engineer but was then laid off and became a cab driver. Engineer Victor Konig at first worked the night shift at the Swingline Staple Co (slide). 

The women had an easier time finding work: sewing or baby-sitting, cleaning and as sales ladies. Lili Mayer (slide) was a shoe saleswoman and book-keeper; her sister, Gerda Raik a saleslady at Babka’s bakery; Mitzi Kominik a hairdresser. My mother was one of the few women lucky enough to continue doing what she had done in Prague. She designed and made beautiful clothes (slide) and made a point of employing Czech refugees in her workroom, such as actress Mimi Kohoutova, (slide) wife of comedian Jara Kohout, because she wanted to help them as she had been helped. 

The youngest refugees -- those who joined the American Army or were still college age – were most successful at integrating into the U.S.  Lily Reiser, for example (slide), was 20 at liberation. She came out of the war wanting to keep her distance both from Jews and from Czechs who instead of welcoming her back to her hometown of Ostrava asked with surprise and dismay: “You survived?” Her aunt had fled to the U.S. in 1939. Lily (slide) stood all night outside the American Embassy in the fall of 1945 for a visa, determined to get to America, and get an education. She applied for scholarships and worked as a dishwasher, dog walker and babysitter until she earned a master’s degree from Columbia Teachers College. As a psychiatric social worker, she treated hundreds of patients. Her only Jewish activity for a long time was an annual celebration with the group of Czech Jewish women who had survived the camps of Terezin, Auschwitz, and Bergen Belsen together every April 15. She never married. Now, at 85, she and film-maker Zuzana Justman (slide) are two of the last surviving Jews from the Czech lands on the board of the Society for the History of Czechoslovak Jews. 

That Society grew out of the Joseph Popper Lodge of Bnai Brith, the only registered group of Czechoslovak Jews in the U.S. Established under elitist European Jewish terms, its roster never exceeded 150 men.
 Each year they came together for a memorial service for victims of the Holocaust and even with wives, single people, and children included, they rarely numbered more than 300. 

The prime mover of the Historical Society was Kurt Wehle, a former lawyer (slide) from Jablonec who arrived in NYC in 1950 with two of what would become four children. Wehle was born in 1907 into a non-religious Zionist family. His wife Hana, raised in Tabor, identified as a Czech. Both lost their entire families in the camps. In 1946, Kurt became Secretary of the Council of Jewish Religious Communities in Bohemia and Moravia. In 1947, they fled to France and then to the U.S. Wehle chose not to retrain as a lawyer but, since it took less time, earned an MBA and became a comptroller, then Associate Director of the Hospital for Joint Diseases. In his off-hours, he co-edited the three volume History of the Jews of Czechoslovakia that remains a unique compendium of research. (slide) Hana first worked as a seamstress but went back to school. She later published a short story in which she described living in their multicultural Floral Park neighborhood in the 1950s (slide) and an unpleasant surprise her family experienced when they returned from their first vacation to find a black swastika painted on their driveway. 
The Wehles, like the great majority of Jews of the Czech lands were liberal in their politics. They were also ardent supporters of education and the arts comprising a reliable part of New York City’s audience for opera, symphony and chamber music concerts and particularly for Czech conductor Rafael Kubelik (slide) and Czech pianist Rudolf Firkusny (slide). They were far more sports-oriented than Americans during those pre-physical fitness Truman and Eisenhower years. Unlike most Americans in the 1950s, they were obsessed with fresh air (cerstvy vzduch) and a belief in getting out of the city on weekends.

I met the Mayer family in that way. Former engineer-now-taxi-driver Max Mayer (slide) was born in a village not far from Brno into an observant family in 1906. He escaped to England in April of 1939, joined the Czech Army in Exile and served in the Middle East. He returned to Czechoslovakia in 1945 to find his entire family murdered. He married Lili Ambroz a few months after meeting her at a party. (slide) She and her sister Gerda were from Pecka, Bohemia, of a mixed marriage and both baptized at birth. Gerda’s husband and child had been murdered in the war and she emigrated in 1947 as an au pair to the U.S. Lilli, who had smuggled letters, cigarettes and food to Gerda while she was in Terezin, followed her to America with her family in 1952. In New York City, even as they scrambled to earn a living, they had their children learn tennis, swimming, skating and the very expensive sport of skiing. (slide)

Bellearye Mountain, three hours drive from NYC, was a popular destination in the 1950s, where refugees met on the chairlift and in the lodge.  Engineer Victor and Hana Konig (slide) were among the 21 Czech Jews who had, in 1938, been granted asylum in Ecuador in lieu of that country repaying a debt to the Czech government. Hana became Ecuador’s table tennis champion, and the couple worked with the local Indians. In 1947, they returned to Czechoslovakia but fled after the coup. My father had been Hana’s swim coach in Prague and they met up again skiing at Bellearye, swimming at Silver Point Beach, grilling parky and jiternice at the picnic areas of New York’s state parks.

Singing Czech songs and eating Czech food were as important part of the lives of the Jewish community as fresh air. American Jews were often dismayed when they discovered that Czech Jews ate pork and ham as a matter of course. When in 1953, famous Prague restaurateur Jaroslav Vasata opened his 35-seat restaurant on the Upper East Side (slide), 80% of his clients according to his own estimate were Czech Jews. They not only loved the cooking but they felt great loyalty to a man who was known to have hidden or helped many Jews and anti-Nazis during the war. 

Which brings me to perhaps the most unusual aspect of the Czech- refugee community in the 1950s: the bonds between Jews and non-Jews. After the Communist take-over, some of Prague’s most prominent non-Jewish cultural figures arrived in New York. One of them was Dr. Steinbach’s lifelong friend, journalist Ferdinand Peroutka. (slide)  Anti-Semitism was so rare among this group, Steinbach later wrote, that it was difficult to to identify even a handful of anti-semitic intellectuals. Peroutka, Vasata, Jaroslav Drabek and Ivan Herben had been arrested by the Nazis and some had been imprisoned in Nazi camps longer than the Jews. They were now middle-aged, penniless and did not for the most part speak any English.

Jaroslav Drabek (slide) was a prominent lawyer and writer who urged and helped many of his Jewish clients to leave Europe in the 1930s. During the war, he was arrested by the Gestapo, then deported to Auschwitz. In 1945, he was appointed chief prosecutor at the trial of Karl Hermann Frank, the Nazi responsible for eradicating the town of Lidice after the assassination of Heydrich, against whom he obtained a death sentence. When the Communists took over, Drabek once again became a political target and fled with his family on skis into Germany. 

When the Drabeks arrived in NYC in September of1948, they were met by Dr. Steinbach who found Mrs. Drabek a job as my nanny (slide).  “Although we were not Jewish ourselves,” their son, author Jan Drabek would later write, “invitations came mostly from the Jews. They knew what it meant being persecuted and consequently understood best our difficulties.”
Jaroslav Drabek soon began freelancing for the Voice of America and his wife, Jarmila, turned me over to my next nanny Milena Herben (slide), who was later named a Righteous Gentile by Yad VaShem.

For my parents, 50-year-old Ivan and Milena Herben were god-like figures, (slide).  representing the best of the First Republic. They both came from illustrious political and literary Czech families. Both were committed anti-Nazis and anti-Communists who had also fled their country on skis and arrived in NYC penniless. As the outspoken editor-in-chief of Svobodne Slovo, the largest pre-war Czech newspaper, Ivan spent six years in concentration camps. Milena had survived the war in Prague with their teenage son and a Jewish toddler whom she hid at a time when the penalty for harboring Jews was death. Ivan worked for Radio Free Europe and the Herbens became my parents’ close friends until their deaths. 

Growing up in the Czech refugee community of New York in the 1950s was in many ways a wonderful experience. I was surrounded by adults (slide) who made characters in books and movies pale in comparison. These were people that made Americans seem boring.  They were cosmopolitan, passionate people making up for lost time, who valued integrity, humor, and the ability to play the cards life dealt. They understood the importance of civil rights and were all witnesses to the devastating effects of intolerance. I learned from them far more than I learned in school. 

What happened to the Jews from Czechoslovakia after the 1950s? They continued the trajectory of assimilation underway during ithe First Republic. Some blended into the American Jewish community pr other communities. Many left New York City and moved to the suburbs or to other parts of the country.  Many of them did not have children. Those who did encouraged them to adapt to American life. Ann Mayer (slide) shown here on the cover of the American Girl Scout Magazine in the early 1960s, is emblematic. We became Americans. We have a high rate of intermarriage. We work in business, the professions and the arts and we are retired. At least three of us – myself, Janet Malcolm (slide) and Marie Winn (slide) -- are journalists.  Andrew Winter (slide) entered the U.S. Foreign Service where he served as a diplomat for 30 years. I know of only one member of my childhood community whose professional life was inside organized Judaism. Susan Wehle (slide) became a beloved cantor and spiritual leader in Buffalo, New York, who also worked in interfaith activities. Tragically, she was one of the passengers killed in the crash of Continental Airlines Flight 3407 in 2009. 
Many of us have visited the Czech Republic, alone, with our parents, partners, or children (slide) and take pride in our Czech roots. We visit the graves of our ancestors (slide), but also reunite with living family (slide) and meet with our counterparts in Prague who never left.  We visit the places where our parents lived (slide), see the sights and marvel like all other tourists at the beauty of Prague (slide). We enjoy the knedlicky and palacinky and zmrzlina and are grateful to have grown up with a history that despite its enormous pain and suffering has made most of us more respectful, and protective of all people and their histories than we might be otherwise. 

The Czech-speaking Jews of New York City in the 1950s never stopped loving their native land. (slide) A few returned to live in Prague after 1989 and a few chose to be buried there. Although my father did not, his will stipulated that the music of the Czechoslovak national anthem Kde Domov Muj be heard at his funeral along with the Rabbi’s Kaddish. It was.

INTERVIEWS: 

Chalfin, Drabek, Epstein, Herben, Koenig, Low-Beer, Mandelik, Mayer, Marecek, Myska, Petschek, Pick, Reiser, Prof. Michael Riff, Sachsel, Slouka, Stastny, Steinbach, Traub, Winns, Winter, Wehle, Young. Encyclopedia of Czechoslovak Jews
� (The American Jewish Yearbook of 1939-1940).


� statistics from LIvia Rothkirchen, Jews of Boehmia and Moravia


� (Riff and Rothkirchen cite 24,000 Czechoslovak Jews of which one third were from Subcarpathian Ruthenia)


� American Jewish Yearbook of 1950


� with a Sokol Hall, the Jan Hus Church, restaurants, bakeries, butcher shops, and a newspaper, New Yorkske Listy founded in 1874).


� (Steinbach, Svedek Temer Stolety, zpracoval Vikto SFischl INDEX 1988)





� In Czechoslovakia, Bnai Brith had been an exclusive organization whose members were voted in by secret ballot. Its 36 charter members were all men and former BB members


� Max Taussig lent us the passage money. We were shown around New York by Pavel Eisner, Frank Stránský, Richard Ganz, Karel Steinbach and Richard Gibian. All were my father's pre-war clients or grew up with him in Ústí nad Orlicí.”
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