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Nina Katz «u«s
Voice of the Holocaust ¢« Humanitarian -«
Tireless Worker for the Underprivileged

This is the fifteenth in a series of biographical sketches of Jewish community leaders
included in our forthcoming book, “Chronicles of the Jewish Community of Memphis.”

Four years after the end of World War II, Nina and Morris
Katz were finally able to leave D.P. Camp for the United
States, they were told they could take only six or eight
pounds of goods with them. The choices they made reveal
much about the young couple: a candelabra, so that they
could keep the tradition of lighting the Shabbos candles; a
featherbed, which had to be sent back; and an encyclopedia
of philosophy, music, religion, and art. The encyclopedia
was bound in leather; in order to comply with the weight
limit, they tore off the leather covers which, Nina assured
her husband, could always be replaced when they arrived in
their new home.

Tears welled up in the eyes of Nina Katz as she told of her
realization that America’s freedom, the first she had ever in
her life experienced, did not include blacks. Her arrival in
the United States in 1949 came after twelve years of
childhood in the prejudiced environment of pre-World War
I Poland followed by the horrors of four years in a labor
camp, two in a coricentration camp, and four in a camp for
displaced persons. She alone, of her entire family, survived,
Freedom was a heady and intoxicating experience for the
new arrival and her husband, childhood sweetheart, and
fellow camp survivor. Morris. How bitter, then to find that
the glorious freedom she had gained was restricted to whites.
She related to the eyes of those who were forced to ride in
the back of the bus. They reminded her of the haunted

Speaker for Freedom

by Dr. Selma Lewis

eyes which she
remembered in the
concentration
camp. On vacation
with her family in
Hot Springs,
Arkansas, in the
1950’s she saw an
old black man
thirsting for a drink
of water but
finding only a
fountain with a
sign: “For Whites Only.”

Her own painful experiences made Katz keenly sensitive
to the pain of others. She “could not accept the second-
class status of blacks.” She does not understand why she
was spared when so many died in the Holocaust, but feels
that perhaps she was chosen to give witness to what
happened and to try to prevent its reoccurrence. “If you
see injustice and don’t speak up, you are guilty.” she believes.
Thus she has devoted her life in Memphis to serving the
needs of humanity. She realized the “Jews have not enjoyed
this much freedom since Spain before the Inquisition. It
obliges us to pay our dues.” She is paying hers by developing
programs to equip the underprivileged members of our

Please see Nina Katz, Page 7

Nina Katz

Dr. Tom Stern Elected President

At our annual meeting May 26, 1996, Dr. Tom Stern was
elected as our new President. Serving with Dr. Stern are
Vice Presidents Sumner Levine and Lynne Mirvis. As
Secretary, Marjean Kremer and as Treasurer, Mannie
Ettingoff. The Directors for the coming year are Abe Kriegel,
Emily Baer, Marcia Bicks, Berkley Kalin, Joel Felt, Buck
Boshwit, Laurie Scheidt, Michael Parker and Rabbi Micah
Greenstein.

The meeting was well attended and everyone enjoyed
listening to Able Kriegel, Professor of History at the
University of Memphis, as he gave his impressions of
Southern Jewish life through a “Northerner’s eyes” when
he moved to Memphis. There were many interesting

Please see Election, page 2

Clarksdale Next Bus Trip

The Jewish Historical Society will follow our successful
bus trip to Brownsville with a visit to Clarksdale, MS on
Sunday, October 27. We will depart the Memphis JCC at
9:30 am, Sunday and return around 5:00 pm. The trip will
feature a tour of the Temple Beth Israel, the Jewish Cemetery,
the Blues Museum and other historic landmarks, with
enlightening comments by several outstanding local hosts.

As on our last trip, you are to “bring your own picnic
lunch” with drinks and dessert furnished by the Society.

The cost will be $8 for members and $10 for non-members.
Please send your check for reservations to Phyllis Levine,
33 E. Yates Road So., Memphis, TN 38120 or call 682-
5935. Don’t be disappointed, make your reservations now
because we are limited to 45 participants. g
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President’s Message * * * *

Welcome to another year of
activity for the Jewish Historical
Society of Memphis and the Mid-
South. last year was an excellent
one, a year that will be hard to
match much less exceed.
Fortunately for you and for me as
president, our committee chairmen
and women have agreed to continue
DF Tors Stem in their posts.

Elsewhere in this bulletin you will read of our planned
trip to Clarksdale. Last year’s excursion to Brownsville
was a resounding success; this one should be no less. We
will be limited by the capacity of the bus so be sure to sign
up early,

Your Society will co-sponsor the forthcoming visit by
Eli Evans on November 3 for the Jewish book fair. His
most recent book, The Lonely Days were Sundays, is a
series of essays exploring the meaning and interactions of
American, southern and Jewish history. Those of you
fortunate enough to have heard him at the Southern Jewish
Historical Society meeting several years ago will recall that
he is an excellent speaker and raconteur as well as a
distinguished author.

I look forward to seeing you on the bus to Clarksdale.
Tom Stern
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Election continued from Page 1
comparisons about the Southern way of life compared to
living in the North. His topic was “A New York Jew in the
Land of Elvis.”

From pronunciations, inflections and accents to the
Southern Jews' local political involvement, he touched on
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many humorous antidotes as he experienced the “culture
shock” of his move. His musings about Southern Jewry were
especially entertaining because they struck such a familiar
note for most of us.

It was truly an interesting meeting. =

Your President, Officers and Directors
of the
JEWISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MEMPHIS & THE MID-SOUTH
extend

Rosh Hashana Greetings
To Our Entive Membership and Friends

e 2\

AW,
y O

i s
Cooui e
A éi‘r:v-';f;m?s"

Best Wishes for a Year of

Health and Happiness




Plough Towers
Housing for Special People
by Marcia Levy

The summer of 1980 was one of the
hottest on record in Memphis.
Construction workers who were
assigned to the project at 6580 Poplar
Avenue donned their hardhats at dawn
in order to finish the day’s labor by
early afternoon before the sun and
humidity became unbearable. As layer
upon layer of bricks were mortared into
place, the structure began to take shape.
Today that endeavor, a 150 unit high-
rise apartment building for the elderly,
is a familiar East Memphis landmark:
“Plough Towers.

For the residents and staff of Plough
Towers and for the dedicated
individuals who helped to bring a
longtime dream to reality, the memory
of that hot summer is just one of many
interwoven threads in the story of this
remarkable place which represents so
much more than mere bricks and
mortar,

The dream began in 1975 in the
minds and hearts of Tillie Alperin and
Ida Lipman, who recognized a need for
decent, safe, affordable housing for the
Jewish elderly. Initially they received
little encouragement for their idea, but
they would not be deterred. They
continued to spread the word to
everyone who would listen, and
gradually, the concept of such a project
gained momentum, as others in the
Jewish community were inspired by
these women's overwhelming
enthusiasm and determination,

At that time, the Department of
Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) was making long term, low
interest loans available to qualified
communities to build housing for the

Tillie Alperin

Ida Lipman

elderly and |
handicapped
under its 202/ §
Section 8. With |
the potential for
i g nic il
assistance from |
HUD, the goal |
of a Jewish- |
sponsored home |
for the elderly in
Memphis
seemed achievable.

Before any application for funds
could be made to HUD, however, it was
necessary to establish the fact that that
this type of housing was a primary need
for the community. The Jewish Welfare
Fund (now known as the Memphis
Jewish Federation), then headed by
Sam Weintraub, agreed to allocate
$10,000 for a needs assessment study:.
SNAP (Senior Needs Assessment
Project) was the name of the
community survey, which the National
Council of Jewish Women agreed to
sponsor. The survey project, conducted
among the over sixty age group of the
Memphis Jewish community, was
headed by Sally Grinspan and Shirley
Summerfield.

Summerfield explains how NCJW
became involved in the project. “I had
just served a term as president of
Council,” she recalls. “My mother, Edna
Iskiwitz, came to me one day and said
that two of her good friends were trying
to generate some interest in buiIding
housing for senior citizens, but no one
would listen to them. She asked if
Council could help. So, being a good
daughter, I invited her friends, who, of
course, were Tillie Alperin and Ida
Lipman, to a Council board meeting.
They were so convincing that we voted

H. Kirk Lewis

Plough Towers

to sponsor the survey.”

A questionnaire was developed for
the SNAP survey, and volunteers from
a number of other organizations
assisted in administering the personal
interviews that followed. When the
results of the survey were tallied, it was
evident that there was, indeed, a need
for senior housing. “Of all the volunteer
work that ['ve ever done,” says
Summerfield, “that was the dearest to
my heart.”

The months that immediately
followed the completion of the survey
were a journey through the morass of
rules, regulations, and red tape involved
in dealing with a government agency.
Paul Schwartz, a former executive
director of the Jewish Community
Center, played a major role in preparing
a grant proposal for HUD, and
Memphis Jewish Federation was the
local sponsoring agency. After the
proposal was submitted in May, 1977,
much needed support was provided by
elected officials at the city, county, state,
and federal levels, including vital
assistance from then Eighth District
U.S. Representative Harold E. Ford.
HUD ultimately agreed to provide a 40
year loan in the amount of $5,143,600.

On December 21, 1978, the
Memphis Jewish Housing
Development Corporation was formed
to fulfill HUD's requirement for a
separate corporation for ownership of
the housing facility Howard Weisband,
who was serving as executive director
of Federation, also began serving as
executive director of the Housing
Corporation. This was made possible
through the cooperation of the
Federation board and its president, Sam
Weintraub.

H. Kirke Lewis was elected as the first
president of the corporation, and a

Please see Plough, Page 4
























