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This imposing arch gracefully framed the main entrance to the Balch Street Akron Jewish Center, and for tens of thousands of people who crossed the threshold from 1929 until 1971, it was a gateway to dreams, to educational experiences, to cultural events, to a social life for all generations, to a testing ground for ability in sports, and to religious celebrations; but most of all, it was the place where the Jewish people of Akron truly became a community.
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This book is dedicated to the memory of those who came before us.


(Photograph by Aaron Rapport.)
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As in all major volunteer endeavors, this book was the work of a “village.” It is difficult to name all who expended enormous amounts of time and energy to complete this text. In the beginning, 32 native Akronites sat around a table to sort old photographs, laugh together, and share old family stories. In some cases, memories were all that remained. The authors realized that the by-product of this effort was a feeling of pride in the accomplishments of the Jewish community over the past 150 years.

We want to recognize Bessie Stile Rothkin for her remarkable memory and gift for storytelling; Jerry Holub for his extensive research; Sandra Levenson, Sylvia Lewis, Mel Mermelstein, Carolyn Narotsky, Esther Posen, Lourie Rapport, Lois Reaven, and Bev Rothal for their determination to find “just the right” images; Sally Eichner and Gloria Reich for carefully proofreading; and Kyle Verette for her technical expertise and ability to remain calm under pressure. Judy James, director of Special Collections at the Akron-Summit County Public Library, and Steve Paschen, senior archives associate at the University of Akron, were extremely knowledgeable and helpful. Permission was granted by Helga Kaplan to include source material from her 1975 thesis entitled A History of the Akron Jewish Community. Dr. Katherine Endress was the chief “cheerleader” for the authors, as she encouraged, advised, and shared her expertise. For her help, we are extremely grateful.

The authors extend sincere appreciation to Mike Wise, who gave permission for use of archival photographs. Unless otherwise attributed, photographs are provided courtesy of the Jewish Community Board of Akron.

Special love to Arlene’s husband, Dick Rossen, for framing, consulting, and taking great interest in our work. His artistic eye gave us a new perspective.

It is to those who came early on (especially our parents and grandparents), to secure a future for us, our children, and our grandchildren, that we dedicate this book. Most are in Jewish cemeteries throughout Akron, and we know they are taking pride in their achievements.

We also wish to acknowledge the staff of Arcadia Publishing, particularly acquisitions editor Melissa Basilone, for making this book possible.

This book is a project of the Shaw Jewish Community Center and the Akron Celebrates 350/150/75 Committee. Initial funding for the book was donated by the Jewish Identity Development Fund of the Jewish Community Board of Akron. All royalties from the sale of books will be donated to the Jewish community through a fund established by the authors at the Jewish Community Board of Akron.




INTRODUCTION

The Jewish community of Akron was established by European immigrants, whose dream was to create a home where their children and future generations could be economically secure, enjoy varied cultural and educational opportunities, find other Jewish people of like mind, practice their religion with little fear of persecution, and interact with the secular population in a meaningful relationship. Jewish immigrants first came to Akron, Ohio, in the mid-19th century as part of the “westward expansion.” The opening of the Ohio and Erie Canal in the 1830s and rail service between Cleveland and Cincinnati in 1852 increased the development of Akron as a trade center.

These early settlers came with a spirit of adventure that has always permeated the Jewish community and that enabled other generations to enlarge upon the basic values established by their ancestors. Many found what they sought in Akron. From their backpacks and wagons, peddlers saved to become small shopkeepers, larger store merchants, and department store owners. In the 1930s and 1940s, most of the stores on the main mercantile streets were owned by Jews. Although Akron had become the rubber capital, only a few Jewish people worked in the factories. Instead they sought economic stability in the service industry, in professions, and in land development.

Early immigrants came from Germany, Bavaria, and Hungary and were generally more affluent than later settlers from Eastern Europe, who fled the ghettos and the rising anti-Semitism in the 20th century. There was little internal assimilation among these Jewish people, although benevolence was shown through welfare programs and charity. Finally, in 1929, the spirit of cooperation came together with the formation of the Akron Jewish Center (AJC). This facility serves families with educational programs and recreational facilities. As the AJC celebrates its 75th anniversary, its place in the community remains strong.

At its peak in the 1960s, the Akron Jewish community numbered about 6,500. Unfortunately the community has shown little growth over the past two decades, and now there are only about 3,000. Some younger people return after college to work in successful family businesses, medical professionals are attracted to the highly rated health care facilities, and educators and professors come to the University of Akron and Kent State University, but the outflow of older adults to the “sun belt” states has had a major negative impact on the demography of the Jewish community.

With four congregations in the greater Akron area, the community enjoys cooperation among its constituent groups. Rabbis from all congregations and leaders of organizations meet regularly to plan joint programs and activities. This is a great source of pride for Akron. Credit is given to the leadership of the Akron Jewish Federation (now known as the Jewish Community Board of Akron) and the Akron Jewish Center (now known as the Shaw Jewish Community Center) for their persistence in encouraging a healthy dialogue among organizations and people.

As the Jewish community celebrates 150 years of settlement, and the Shaw Jewish Community Center celebrates 75 years of existence, it seems an appropriate opportunity to spotlight the achievements of the members of the community over the years. With this long history, it was impossible to name everyone whose lives are woven into the fabric of the community. A cross section is represented, but it is the authors’ hope that younger people will realize the pride that their ancestors took in these achievements and the spirit that was shown throughout the years. It is to these previous generations that the authors dedicate this book.

In this book, the authors will attempt to show this community spirit and its effect on Jewish life in Akron through images and words.




One

NEW BEGINNINGS

It takes a hearty person of mind and spirit to leave the country of his birth and create a new home in a less-developed city among people whose language is foreign. But hearty souls came to Akron in the middle of the 19th century to begin anew. Many had come from Europe to New York City to find the “golden” shores of the United States. Men left their families in the old country with the idea of earning enough money to bring them to the United States. New York City did not fulfill these dreams. Crowded living conditions and insufficient work made these early immigrants look farther west.

By this time, other Ohio cities, Cleveland and Cincinnati, had become developed enough to support larger populations. Lake Erie in the north and the Ohio River in the south provided economic development opportunities. In the 1830s, businessmen bought the rights to the Ohio and Erie Canal and opened a route between Cleveland and Cincinnati, with Akron as one of the stops. Families already settled in the other Ohio cities wrote to others in New York and indicated that a move to Akron gave opportunity for a better future.

The difficult times continued for many years until immigrants established themselves in business and community. Slowly they sent for their loved ones, and family life resumed. Most photographs and images of the time glorified the lifestyle. Families struggled, but children had lovely clothes and attended public schools.
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A good example of this was William Stile, who came to Akron in 1916 to seek work as a carpenter, a trade he learned in Warsaw, Poland. The building trades were in a depressed state at that time, so he sought to earn a living for his large family by peddling groceries from his horse-drawn wagon. In this photograph, Stile stands proudly on his wagon. (Photograph courtesy of Bessie Stile Rothkin, daughter of William Stile.)
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In the early part of the 20th century, enjoying the outdoors with your sweetheart was a much more formal affair than it is today. Louis Friedman is chaperoned by his sister-in-law, Julia, while Deborah Hahn, his fiancée, steers the canoe at Summit Lake in 1915. (Photograph courtesy of the Hahn family.)
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Brothers Charlie and Morris Sacks, with their father, Henry Sacks, and Bernard Mack, established the Sacks Electric Company. This formal Sacks family portrait, taken in the early 20th century, pictures, from left to right, Sol, Henry, Morris, Helen, Helen’s brother (name unknown), and Charlie. (Photograph courtesy of the Sacks family.)



Rae Eichner came to Akron as a young girl. She worked hard to learn English. She lived in Akron until her death at age 92. She remembered the streetcars, the horse and buggy trips, and the cow pastures on Sherbondy Hill. She remembered shopping on Wooster Avenue, lunch at the Georgian Room of O’Neils, and Kazdin’s Delicatessen. In this 1920 photograph, Rae stands proudly with her son Sidney and daughter Lillian. (Photograph courtesy of the Eichner family.)
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Leona Magilavy and her younger brother, Jack, pose in front of their Clark Street home in the early 1920s. Jack’s scowl reflects his unhappiness at being forced to wear the hat that his cat had earlier used as a litter box. (Photograph courtesy of Nachelle Whitlow.)
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Polish immigrants in Akron join a protest against the ghettos and pogroms of Poland between I
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the two World Wars. In this photograph, a brass band adds to the excitement of the day.



[image: e9781439616628_i0011.jpg]

This photograph of Leona Magilavy in 1918 reveals a beautiful little girl dressed in exquisite fashion. She lived in East Akron with her parents, immigrants from Lithuania and Romania, and her parents’ extended family. Her father owned a small, struggling clothing store for rubber workers on Case Avenue. But all parents hoped their children would have what they did not, i.e., the life reflected in photographs, and luckily for most, they did. (Photograph courtesy of Michael Sacks.)



Samuel Milkman came to the United States in 1902 and temporarily settled in New York. His wife and children remained in Lithuania to await money for passage. He earned enough for them to sail to New York. He knew they would move “to the country” (Akron) because other family was already there. Unfortunately, Samuel died in 1908, shortly after arriving in Akron. He is buried in the front row at Sherbondy Hill Cemetery. Ironically, he was one of its founders. (Photograph courtesy of Martin Eichner.)
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Two

ENDURING BONDS

Judaism has always emphasized the sanctity and the importance of the family. It is the primary center of religious life. In the early years of life in Akron, families lived together with their parents, and often, multiple generations (on both sides) under one roof. Aunts and uncles and their children lived on the same block or within walking distance. Holidays and family events were shared with houses full of relatives. Today that same Jewish family is scattered all over the country. There are very few families whose children all remain in Akron. The family unit is also much more diverse, due to a high rate of intermarriage and same sex partnerships. And yet, the bonds remain. Families still come together for holidays, travel, family “simchas” (weddings, b’nai mitzvah, graduations, and so forth), reunions, and funerals.

And what is a good life without friends? This is a community of caring, concerned, and fun-seeking friends who have long since moved beyond the divisive bounds of old and often misplaced “pride of nationality” of the early settlers. The once derisive terms “Litvak,” “Hunkie,” or “Pollack” have become humorous epithets. Akron Jews have been blessed by friends and know how to make them. It is a hallmark of the Akron Jewish community.
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Chanukah provided a great time for friends to gather and enjoy one another’s company. This image of the Gourmet Club in 1969 includes, from left to right, the following: (seated) Arlene Rossen with son Michael, and Renee Rose with son Michael; (on sofa) Vicki and Todd Willen, Lauren Myers, David Abbey, Lizzy Rose, Debby Rossen, and Melissa Myers; (first row) Danny Rossen, Carolyn Abbey, Brian Rose, and Brad Willen; (second row) Eddie Rose, Dick Rossen, Sue and Alan Abbey, Susan and Mel Myers, and Stuart and Sybil Willen. (Photograph courtesy of the Gourmet Club archives.)
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When Ruth Schwartz Sweet and Leonard Sweet served as attendants at the wedding of their best friends, Mary Ann Marks and Stanley Minster, they would not have predicted that their families would merge 56 years and two generations later, when their grandchildren were wed. Mary Ann’s generations are represented in these photographs of Akron weddings. The photograph at left was taken when Mary Ann Marks married Stanley Dean Minster on June 8, 1947. In the photograph below, the Minsters’ daughter, Deborah Susan, married Richard Alan Zelin on July 1, 1973. (Photographs by Julius Greenfield.)
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What a joyous celebration when Ruth and Leonard Sweet’s granddaughter Erin Kohn was wed to Mary Ann and Stan Minster’s grandson Steven Zelin. This photograph was taken at this special occasion on June 15, 2003, when Erin Elyse Kohn married Steven Ira Zelin. (Photograph by David Schoenfelt.)
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Not all weddings were held in a synagogue or hotel. In the 1990s, the garden of the groom’s mother provided a pleasant, less formal alternative. (Photograph by Robert Graetz.)
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Members of the Ahavas Zedek congregation enjoy the camaraderie of an afternoon picnic in 1925. The wonderful old cars give them the mobility to travel to the country with their children
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and friends for a holiday.
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Jewish holidays are time for family. Seated at the holiday table of the Ben Holub family on Roslyn Avenue are the Buxbaums, the Nehrers, and the Shechters. (Photograph courtesy of Jerry Holub.)
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Samuel and Rachel Koplin would be very proud of the achievements of their children and grandchildren. Their son Nathan was a prominent judge in Akron. Grandsons Aaron Koplin and S. Robert Waxman and their great-grandson Joel Levenson are ordained rabbis. Seated at their festive table in 1951 are Samuel and Rachel Koplin. (Photograph courtesy of Sandra Levenson.)
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Eleanor Friedman serves tea to her sister Beatrice in the dining room of their Beck Avenue home in 1924. (Photograph courtesy of Friedman family.)



Going “downtown” was a treat for mothers and daughters. Lunch at the Garden Grille and a brisk walk to shop at favorite stores is a childhood memory. In this late 1930s photograph, Lois Rubenstein and her mother, Rose, enjoy a day together. (Photograph courtesy of Lois Reaven.)
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Max and Yetta Rogovy instilled the ideals of living a charitable life into their children and grandchildren. Their son Herman served as president of Akron Jewish Federation, daughter Harriet was president of its Women’s Division, and daughter Eva was a leader of Hadassah. A family reunion in 1948 was the occasion for this photograph. (Photograph courtesy of Diane Greene.)
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Traditions abound when Joyce and Martin Levin conduct their annual Passover seder. Gefilte fish can be made only in the antique bowl used by Joyce’s mother, Alice Backer. Matzah covers and seder plates are made by children and grandchildren. Special wine cups are always displayed. In this photograph, Martin and Joyce are surrounded by their granddaughters. (Photograph courtesy of Joyce Levin.)
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At a time when outdoor pools were not prevalent, most teenagers and young families swam at White Pond on Copley Road. This photograph shows a group of friends enjoying the rays.
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An annual family reunion has become a popular way for family members who have moved away from Akron to have an opportunity to get together with those who stayed. Four generations of Magilavys, originally all from Akron, now living in 10 different states, are shown here in 1993. (Photograph courtesy of Charles Slikkerveer.)
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Family and friends gathered to celebrate the bar mitzvah of Harvey Ekus at the Akron Jewish Center in 1941. The entire Ekus family, the Davidsons, the Gertz family, and the Weintraubs
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pose before dinner prayers are recited. (Photograph courtesy of Sylvia Davidson Lewis.)
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Dick Rossen learned to fly airplanes while a student at Ohio State University, generally a solitary activity. For the past 26 years, he has flown hot air balloons. Ballooning is a colorful sport that encourages friends and strangers to participate in the crewing process. In this 1980 photograph, Dick’s family became his crew. They are, from left to right, as follows: (standing in front) Michael and Danny; (seated) Jerry and Debby; and (standing in back) Dick’s wife, Arlene, and Dick.
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A Day at the Races has been a favorite fund-raiser sponsored by the Akron Art Museum and St. Thomas Hospital. In the 1960s, Ed Kellerman (first row, on right) looks like he picked a winner at Northfield Race Track. To his left, clockwise, are Lil Rosea, Mimi Folb, Rose Dwoskin, Gussie Sussman, Leona Sacks, and Sib Mirman.
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Ruth Polovoi catered b’nai mitzvah, weddings, community dinners, and other special occasions for over 30 years. Her kosher catering service was one of the few available locally. Pictured above is Ruth stirring a large pot. It is assumed to be her “famous” farfel.
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Although not a member of the Jewish community, Marie Skadra was the “Julia Child” of Akron. Her creativity with menus and cooking was remarkable. In her late 70s, she was researching recipes. Women of Akron learned a great deal from Marie. Pictured here is a photograph of Marie preparing dozens of potato kugels. (Photograph courtesy of Joyce Levin.)
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Artist and metalsmith Paula Newman creates beautiful objects that are in the permanent collections of Jewish museums all over the world. The large pewter wine cup in this photograph is proudly displayed in the home of Martin and Joyce Levin with the two smaller heirloom cups from the 1950s and 1960s. (Photograph courtesy of Joyce Levin.)



To become a son or daughter of the commandment (b’nai mitzvah) remains one of the oldest and most important life cycle rituals in Jewish family life. It signals adulthood for Jewish religious purposes, and reflects accomplishment in learning to read Hebrew. Here the bar mitzvah stands in front of the open ark at Temple Israel, preparing to remove one of the Torahs. His proud father and grandfathers assist him by reciting the opening and closing prayers. (Photograph courtesy of the Katz family.)


[image: e9781439616628_i0035.jpg]


Over 756 Jewish Akron men served in all branches of the armed services during World War II. All four of Belle Magilavy’s sons and her son-in-law, Sidney Sacks, enlisted. In this photograph, from left to right, Manny, a pilot who spent time in a POW camp; Maury, a Marine who survived the Battle of the Bulge; and Dave, a navigator based in India, celebrate their safe return with her in the fall of 1944. Her son Jack and son-in-law returned for Thanksgiving a year later. (Photograph courtesy of Nachelle Whitlow.)
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Friends gather for a formal picture. In this photograph are, from left to right, the following: (first row) Corrine Wolloveck, Shirley Unger Koren, and Pheen Rossen Berns; (second row) Sylvia Winer, Florence Mendelson, Ann Kaplan Brody, and Fritzie Cohen Trigger; (third row) Charlotte Katz Finn, Tibey Rudy Swedler, Lola Berger, Sis Lichtman Perilman, Libby Millstein Ginsberg, and Gert Winer Luck.
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This group of young friends called themselves “the Gincs”—Girls Incorporated. This 1943 photograph includes, from left to right, the following: (first row) Charlotte Havre, Reva Sabetay, Alice Kohler, and Gloria Margolis; (second row) Margie Koplin, Miriam Liberman, Anita Ostrov, Connie Garson, Shirley Shwartz, Jewel Garson, Isabel Snyder, and Phyllis Wollins; (third row) Bernice Garson, Harriet Buxbaum, Anne Louise Weinberg, Joyce Holland, Mimi Fladen, Esther Liberman, Helene Shultz, Betty Ostrov, and Louise Rosenberg. (Photograph courtesy of Libby Rosenblatt.)
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