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Southern Jewish History

2 This is the second in a series of biographical sketches of Jewish community leaders

by Dr. Berkley Kalin included in our forthcoming book, *Chronicles of the Jewish Community of Memphis."
Thefifteenth The first customer of the day has a

national con-
ference of the
Southern Jew-
ish Historical
Society was
held in
Jackson, No-
vember 2-4,
1990. 154 of
1 the organiza-

tion’s 600
members attended. Participants in-
cluded Jews and non-Jews from Cali-
fornia to New York. Among them were
Bernard Wax, director of the American
Jewish Historical Society; Rachel B.
Heimovics, current president of the
Southem Jewish Historical Society; Carol
B. Hart, incoming president of the soci-
ety; Dr. Abraham Peck of the American
Jewish Archives; Herman Kohimeyer,
Jr., president of the board of the Utica

Dr. Berkley Kalin

Museum; and Eli Evans, author of Ju-

dah P. Benjamin: A Jewish Confeder-

ate. Memphians who attended were
Giloria Felsenthal, Dr. Berkley Kalin, Fay
May, and Harriet and Dr. Tom Stern.
Harriet was elected to the board of the
organization.

The scholarly papers dealt with a
broad range of subjects, such as civil
rights, Jewish genealogy, the Civil War,
Community history, synagogue archi-
tecture, Jewish immigration in 18th
century Mississippi, and the history of
B'nai B'rith in the South. All sessions
were well-attended and followed by much
discussion. One of the best insights of
the entire conference came from Pro-
fessor Lee Shai Weissbach of the Uni-
versity of Louisville. An authority on

French architecture, Dr. Weissbach
continued on page 2

symbolic function for the Jewish ped-
dler or shopkeeper,; if he or she buys, it
is a signal that it will be a good day.
When Isaac and Jacob Goldsmith first
opened the door on their tiny store
measuring fifteen feet by sixty feet, a
windowless room on Beale Street be-
tween Front and Main, their first cus-
tomer, alittle girl named Loretta, bought
two spools of thread her mother had
sent her out to purchase. It was a
favorable portent. So delighted were
the young merchants that on the next
Christmas they sent Loretta a present.
The practice continued until she diedin
1921, with the presents increasing in
grandeur until the last one was a fur
coat.

The background of the store goes
back to before the Civil War when a
German immigrant, Louis Ottenheimer
operated a “last chance” log cabin
provisions store on the Military Road at
Taylor's Creek, near Forrest City, Ar-
kansas. Like many others, the family
lived behind a partitioninthe back ofthe
store. Ottenheimer was successful
enough to move to Memphis and open
adry goods store at 348 Main, between
Union and Gayoso, in partnership with
Moses Schwartz. In 1867, he returned
to his hometown of Haimstadt for a visit.
His sister had two sons, Isaac and Jacob,
who had little hope for the future. Their
uncle brought his nephews to live with
him and his family at 123 Pontotoc Street
in Memphis, to clerk in the store. They
received room and board while learning
English.

When their uncle raised their pay to
ten dollars a month in addition to room
and board, the nephews were able to
save five hundred dollars, which they

Jacob Goldsmith

used to embark upon their own busi-
ness. The store they rented fronted on
a street that was unpaved, where ox
carts sometimes got stuck in the mud.
Small as it was, the store was neverthe-
less too large for the small amount of
stock, which the owners often enhanced
visually by placing empty boxes on the
shelves. Jacob slept in the rear of the
store. The first day yielded gross sales
of twenty-five dollars, but it was notlong
before sales grew and they had to ex-
pand to one side and the rear. The
address of the store was now 81-83
Beale, with dimensions of seventy-five
by one hundred twenty-five feet.

While living in Taylor's Creek Jacob
fell in love with his cousin Dora, the
daughter of his Uncle Louis. Herfather,
considering her too young for marriage,
sent her to the Philadelphia College for
Women. When she reached the age of
twenty and Jacob was twenty-five he

continued on page 7
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President's Message

On a cold, rainy afternoon in January,
over adozen members of our society met
at the Memphis Public Library and Infor-
mation Center for a workshop in geneal-
ogy. Dr. Jim Johnson of the library’s
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history and travel department joined with
our treasurer, Abe Schwab, in sharing
_with us their knowledge of both the meth-
odology and the delights in rewards of
family research. The trail often takes surprising turns, Dr.
Johnson reported with a twinkle in his eye, as he told of an
Arkansan who unexpectedly turned up a murderer in his
background and wanted to delete him from the family tree. A
more frequent surprise encountered by people of all ethnic,
racial and religious groups, he said, is a name change
somewhere along the path.

In a broad sense our historical society is engaged in a
large scale genealogy of the ancestors of jewish Mid-South-
erners. Who were the people who chose to settle inthis area?
What were their hopes and dreams and accomplishments?
Whatwere their pitfalls, disappointments, despairs? You, the
members of the society, can help us by contributing to our
newsletter andto our archive. We can helpyou by sharingthe
research we have uncovered and by continuing the
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explained why he was drawn to study
the synagogue architecture of Kentucky.
he said, 'You must dig where you are.”
This could serve as a good motto to
encourage Jews to delve into local his-
tory and use the rich resources at hand.
Repeatedly the conference brought out
the fact that there was so much basic
research that needed to be done.
Butthis conference was different from
others, requiring tremendous energy to
keep up with all the events. It included
home hospitality and a sabbath dinner,
Sabbath Services at Temple Beth Israel
with guest speaker Dr. Malcolm H. Stern
of New York, Oneg Shabbat, a narrated
bus tour to the Museum of Southern
Jewish Experience at Utica, the 100-
year-old former Gemiluth Chassed
Synagogue in Port Gibson (the oldest
standing synagogue in Mississippi and
the state’s only example of Greek Byz-
antine architecture, which is being re-
stored for use), and sites of interest in

Natchez, including Jewish landmarks
that date to the late 18th and early 19th
century. Today Natchez has only six-
teen Jews. Yet Temple B'nai Israel of
Natchez hosted over 150 guests of the
historical society at a very bountiful
luncheon. There were many photos
and artifacts attesting to the vibrancy of
the congregation in its heyday. When
the magnificent organ was played in
this beautiful sanctuary, filledto capac-
ity by the visitors, the effect was stun-
ning. Further evidence of past glory
was seen in the walking tour of the
Natchez cemetery with tombstones
dating back to the 1840's.

Before the banquet session there
was a festive reception and cockiail party
at the Governor’'s Mansion. Governor
Ray Mabus greeted us and commended
us for our interest in history and for
choosing Mississippi for the conference.
Docents provided tours of the gover-
nors’s home. The final sessions were
held inthe historic Old Capitol Museum.
They were preceded by a tour of the
building, which was completed in 1838
and served as Mississippi’s second state

house,

Macy B. Hart of the Henry S. Jacobs
Camp, who is president of Temple Beth
Israel (host congregation of the confer-
ence) and many others provided run-
ning commentaries throughout the tour.
Their spiels brought in a lot of Civil War
history along with the Judaica. The
conference was so well-planned that
there was hardly a wasted moment. m

ARCHIVES ACTIVITY

A copy of the limited edi-
tion book, “The Memphis
Music of Berl Olswanger” has
been donated by Anna
Olswanger.

A book, “Jews in Early
Mississippi” has been do-
nated by David Schneider.

We now have a home for
our archives in Temple Is-
rael. More details to follow.






















