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MIGRATIONS

The Jewish Settlers of

Eastern North Carolina
by Leonard Rogoff

Fleeing war, persecution,
and poverty, Jewish
Immigrants sought freedom
and opportunity in the
United States. After first
settling in port cities,
some then headed south.
By the late nineteenth
century they had created
communities in towns like
Wilson, Goldsboro, Tarboro,
and Fayetteville. Now many
of these communities are
reduced to a few elderly
members.






Other books, too, opened a door into the folklife of a vanished people: Yiddish translations
of Emile Zola or Guy de Maupassant bespoke a cosmopolitan culture. The children’s books
revealed generational changes. The dull Hebrew primers of the early 1900s, with their black
and white prints of patriarchs and matriarchs, yielded in the post World War Il years to
brightly illustrated textbooks of baseball-playing kids with names like Judy and Jerry.

I had a sense of resurrecting the dead, of bringing buried
names back to life. | scoured libraries and archives to learn
what documents, newspapers, and histories said about these
communities. I'd wander the cemeteries reading the
weathered stones that listed birthplaces in Prussia and
Bavaria. | read of Solomon Fishblate, who had served as mayor
of Wilmington in the 1870s and '90s. | found credit reports on
the Bloomingdales, who had peddled and opened stores
around Wilson in the 1840s and '50s before heading to New
York and department-store immortality. A librarian in
Washington, NC, sent me a photo of Ben Susman, circa 1913,
standing with a motley crowd before his Washington Horse
Exchange Co. | located a copy of a ketubah [a wedding
contract] of Max Bloom, a Lithuanian immigrant who had
fallen sick while peddling in Halifax County in the early 1900s.
Nursed to health by a farmer's daughter, he fell in love, took
her to the Wilmington rabbi who converted her to Judaism,
and then married her. | perused the collected papers,
biographies, and academic studies of Gertrude Weil, the
sprightly Goldsboro suffragette and civil rights activist who,
though she has been dead for twenty years, seemed very much alive. Invited to “bring her
neighbors” to a gubernatorial candidate’s reception at a segregated hotel, Miss Gertrude
marched in with the African Americans who had moved into her changing neighborhood.
“You said to bring the neighbors, didn't you?” she told the startled onlookers.

Gertrude Weil, circa 1885.

I also met Jews who seemed less familiar, the first families who were descended from
German immigrants of antebellum days. Weils, Cones, Oettingers, Bluethenthals, and
Rosenthals had Confederates in their attics. These were elegant, courteous, and thoroughly
acculturated Southerners. Alex Katzenstein spun yarns about his grandfather, who came to
Selma in the 1870s to pan for gold. Standing in a field between his grandpa’s cotton gin and
tobacco barn, Alex regaled me with stories of horse racing and possums in trees. Scooping
some Warren County soil in his hand, he explained why this dirt makes good sweet potatoes.
He took me to a small pine grove outside Warrenton where his grandfather had a rabbi
demarcate a cemetery. Alex wanted to lie there someday with his family, but who would
care for the graves when everyone was gone?

| realized that if these stories weren't written down, these places located, these artifacts
and photographs collected, the history of Jews in eastern North Carolina would die with
their communities. Some books and artifacts could be returned to life in new congregations
like ours while others needed preservation and archival protection. Lenora Ucko of Durham’s
Museum of the Jewish Family (MJF) realized at once the significance of this endeavor. With
assistance from the North Carolina Humanities Council, we developed the traveling exhibit,
“Migrations: The Jewish Settlers of Eastern North Carolina.” To realize this vision the MJF
reinvented itself as the Rosenzweig Museum and Jewish Heritage Foundation of North
Carolina. This foundation is expanding its mission to document and preserve, and, even
more significantly, to tell about the Jewish South.

The stories collected here do tell about the Jewish South. They also tell a classic American
tale, one repeated again and again in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and one that
continues to occur today as new immigrants arrive in North Carolina.
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My father was walking
to synagogue on Yom
Kippur—this was early on
in Goldsboro—and a
farmer stopped him on
the street.

“l went by your store
and it was closed,” the
farmer said, “I came to
pay up my bill.”

“I'm awfully sorry, but
today is my holiest day,
and | can't accept your
money,” my father told
him.

“You mean you won't
take my money. | won't
be back ‘til spring,” the
farmer said.

“I'll have to wait until
spring,” my father said.
My father felt that was
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William Heilig and Joseph Max Meyers were two Latvian immigrants who
settled in Goldsboro in the early 1900s. Here, William Heilig and his nephew
Mandel Kadis sit in front of their first store. From Goldsboro, Heilig-Meyers
grew into the world’s largest furniture dealer with 2,700 stores.

the turning point [of Heilig-Meyers Furniture Company] because people used to come
into the store, and they would say, “I only want that holy man to wait on me.”

Amy Meyers Krumbein, Goldsboro

My late grandfather, A.
M. Shrago, settled in
Edenton in the early 1890s
before moving to Wayne
County in 1893.
Grandfather immigrated as
a refugee Jew to escape
the slave conscription of
the Russian Czar. He was
without funds and had no
control of the English
language. He first settled
in Baltimore, as he told
me, and saved a few
pennies by carrying coal
on his back in the winter

1908. His son Harry sits on the horse while his children Jake, Mannah, and ice on his back in the

Ida, and Rachel sit inside.

summer. Various
entrepreneurs in

Baltimore financed young refugee Jews to go forth to the countryside and peddle
merchandise from a pack on their back. He related to me how the people of the
countryside around Edenton bedded him for the night and cooperated with him on his
kosher diet. Grandpa saved his pennies and purchased a wagon stocked with merchandise
and a team of horses to ply his trade. He moved to Goldsboro in 1893 after a crop failure
around Edenton and rumors of a bumper crop in Wayne County. He financed some of his
kin to immigrate from the tyranny of Czarist Russia.

William Shrago, Goldsboro and Rocky Mount
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My aunt [Selma Katzenstein] wanted to be

a doctor, but her health was somewhat

fragile. My father bought her a five-foot shelf

of Harvard classics, and she became very well
educated. She learned farming from her
father, and in his later years when his health
was no longer what it had been, she
shouldered more and more responsibilities of
the farm. She had a couple thousands of
acres. She said that she liked to “see the
wheel turn over,” meaning she liked the four
seasons: from preparing the plant bed all the
way through the development and harvesting
of the crop, the sale of the crop, she liked to
see the whole cycle of the thing. Farming was

in her blood and she just ate it up.

Alex Katzenstein, Warren Plains

Well, being a Jewish Southerner,
everywhere | go, you know, people
say, “Are you Jewish?”

“Yes,” | say.

“There are no Jews in the South,”
they tell me.

We are quite a minority here, but |
still think of myself as a Southerner. |
am from the South. | was born here.
Being Jewish makes you a little
different. I'm the only Jewish member
of the
Rotary Club.
I'm the only
Jewish
- member of
several
boards that
I am on.

At one
time we had
21 stores in
North
Carolina and
South
Carolina.
This [Wilson
store] is
the last of
the Leder
Brothers stores. | think partly that'’s
[why] | want to keep the legacy. |
see rich people, poor people, black,
white, Hispanic, every kind of person
in the world comes into the
business. It's really nice. It keeps
you in touch with America.

Steven Leder, Wilson

Steven Leder at the last store
of the family chain in Wilson.

Selma Katzenstein managed more than
twenty tenant farms in Warren County. She
raised cotton, tobacco and sweet potatoes.

Goldsboro’s Temple Oheb Sholom still stands, but the
town’s Jewish community has all but disappeared.

On January 1, 1887, the Goldsboro Argus reported the
dedication of Temple Oheb Sholom. Eleven-year-old Edna
Weil presented a key to Temple President Adolph Lehman
and read this speech:

Long may this temple stand through the course of time. May
religious harmony and zeal, while it lasts, endure among its
worshipers. While our beautiful city, Goldsboro, increases in
wealth and refinement and makes religion and education
the object of her culture, may this edifice stand among its
sister churches, which point their spires to heaven, as an
evidence of the devotion of the Hebrew community of Goldshoro
to the truth of their faith, and of their regard for the
reputation of their city for moral and intellectual elevation.
Mr. President, on behalf of the congregation, | present to
you the key to this temple.
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Many of the farmers would beg Eli [Nachamson] to speak Yiddish for
them, just to hear the sounds, and some would bring their families in for a
blessing in
Hebrew, the
tongue of the
Israelites. Eli
would receive
them all piously,
as the direct
descendant of
Isaiah and Moses,
the same blood as
Jesus, and raise
his hands solemnly
while they all
squeezed their
eyes tightly shut.
He would sing out
a beautiful
bruchah [blessing]
in his best tenor,
just like on the
Caruso albums he
owned.

Eli N. Evans,

The Provincials: A

Personal History of

Jews in the South

Eli and Jennie Nacharﬁson, who lived in Dover and Kinston, had
eight daughters. When a son was born, Kinston'’s citizens hoisted
Eli on their shoulders and held a torchlight parade.

Reprinted with the permission of Scribner, a Division of Simon & Schuster, from The Provincials: A Personal History of
Jews in the South, by Eli N. Evans. Copyright (c) 1973, 1997 Eli N. Evans.

I was born and raised here all my life. Do | consider myself a Southerner? Yes, |
would like to consider myself a Southerner. I don't know what the definition of a
Southerner is unless you say that he lives in the southern part of the United
States. | don't know how you define it. You know, if you live in a town, you're
bound to get involved with the mores and folkways, where else you gonna
have friends, there wasn’t enough selection of Jewish gals in a small town. And
you had to go to school right there with all of them. Anything is better in a
smaller town because you're not a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in a smaller town. In
a smaller town everybody knows what everybody else’s business is. What they
got in the pot. What goes on. You don't have that same in a larger town, like
Norfolk or Richmond.

You may have lost a lot of the characteristics of a northern Jew because
they lived in a ghetto primarily, as | see it. They were self sufficient. They had
their own schools. The lifestyle of a person in New York is rush, rush, but they
aren’t going nowhere. It's always the hurry-up deal.

Everything in life has advantages and disadvantages. That's my opinion. Are
you going to be happy with your own religious cohorts or are you not? I've
always been a loyal Jew. I'm not one who comes to synagogue every Friday
night, but | consider myself a loyal Jew. Having lived in the South really
strengthened it. One thing about the Christians, they won't let you forget that
you're a Jew. They'll remind you of that. So you may as well as go ahead and
know it. You have to know a lot about Judaism to answer their questions. You
become a more tolerant person, really. It doesn’'t faze you. A lot of people
don't want to be a Jew for a multiple of reasons. | never had that feeling. A
southern Jew is more assimilated. He learns to thrive in a different
environment. That's about the size of it.

Morris Brody, Greenville
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