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Julius Lewis: A Philanthropist and a Gentleman

it was a way of life. A modest, soft-spoken man,
always impeccably dressed, Julius did not seek
public adulation for his good deeds, many of which were
known only to a few members of his family. He

l i‘or Julius Lewis philanthropy was never incidental;
1

exemplified the adage “Actions speak
louder than words™ and often followed
Maimonides’ principle that the highest
degree of charity is helping those in need
to help themselves.

Julius Lewis was born in Memphis in
1891, the youngest child of Moses Lewis
and Jennie Alperin Lewis. The primary
inspiration for his generosity and kind-
ness came from his parents, who set a
precedent for helping others which has
been followed by their descendants even
to this day.

Moses Lewis came to America in
approximately 1880 from Bardichev, a

shtetl in Russia. The family name originally was Tarshis,
but like that of many immigrants, it was misunderstood
by the authorities and thus recorded as Lewis.

Moses began his career as a peddler with a horse and
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Julius Lewis, circa 1915

he sometimes encountered signs that stated. “No Jews
and No Dogs Allowed.” His first enterprise in Memphis
was a used clothing store near Main and Jackson; later
he began to sell new dry goods which he purchased whole-
sale from B. Lowenstein. This new business prospered

and subsequently was moved to the
Randolph Building at Main and Beale.
Few social agencies existed in Moses’s
and Jennie’s time, and they expressed
gratitude for their own good fortune by
helping those who were less fortunate,
including other recent immigrants who
came to live in Memphis. Above all, they
believed in family taking care of family,
and one of their great pleasures was de-
livering gelt to all the children in the fam-
ily every year at Chanukah.
As he became more affluent, Moses
was able to replace his horse and buggy
with a car, and he hired a chauffeur to

drive Jennie. On the first day that she was to ride in the
car, the black chauffeur politely opened the rear door of

the car for her. Jennie shook her head. No! She was not

buggy. He sold his goods in Clarksdale, Mississippi, where

interested in riding in the back seat. She insisted on riding

Please see Lewis, Page 4
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Our ancestors knew that knowledge of
the past is extremely valuable for the
present and for the future,

Even as the Children of Israel prepared
to cross the River Jordan into Canaan.
Moses advised them not to forget their
history.

“Remember the days of old, Consider
the years of many generations; Ask thy
father, and he will declare unto thee, Thine
elders, and they will tell thee.” Deuteronomy 32:7

At one of the most crucial junctures in the history of the
children of Israel, as they prepare to inherit the land of their destiny,
Moses encourages the people to look to the lessons of the past.
Moses does not wish to hamper the Israelites’ journey. He wants
the Children of Israel to move forward, to progress, to take on
new tasks and challenges. He wants them to do as the Lord
commanded Abraham, to go forth. But simultaneously, he advises
them to know their origins, to study the achievements of the
generations before them, and to benefit from the wisdom of their
forebears.

The Jewish Historical Society of Memphis and the Mid-South
will help you fulfill the counsel of Moses. We will help you
“remember the days of old” so that you might be better equipped
to go forth and flourish in the place where you choose to live. Qur
oral history and Selma Lewis scholars projects will help you “ask
your father.” Our genealogy project will help you “consider the
many generations.” Our newsletter, our technology projects, our
book and video, our exciting programs and speakers will “tell
thee” the achievements of the Jewish people—our people—and
of the rich Jewish history of our city and region.

George Santayana, philosopher and poet, famously said,
“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat
it.” Tellingly and chillingly, William L. Shirer used these words
as the epigraph for his Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. The
message is clear. In order to say confidently “never again,” we
must be equipped with the knowledge that will help us to recognize
the signs of impending catastrophe. Equally we must be equipped
with the knowledge that will allow us to experience the joy of our
heritage. Please let the Jewish Historical Society of Memphis and
the Mid-South help you remember, so that together we can move
forward confidently.

As we grow, as we flourish, and even when we encounter the
inevitable rough patch, let us celebrate our origins, let us connect
ourselves to those who came before us, who laid much of the
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Book Review:

Sarna’s Book Chronicles 350-Year History of American Judaism

By Joel Felt

AMERICAN JUDAISM by Jonathan D. Sarna
370pp. Yale University Press $35.00

nyone hearing a presentation by Jonathan Sarna
is immediately captivated by his energy, his
nthusiasm, and his rapid-fire gems of fact and

meaning. A premier authority on
Judaism in America, his writing

AMERICAN] reflects a knowledge of his
subject both broad and deep.
]UDAISM Even more impressive is his

transparent commitment to
honest and objective reporting.
He presents the long and complex
development of the American
Judaic experience with even-
handed attention to triumphs,
warts, frictions, and difficulties;
his interpretations exhibit the sober integrity ofa modern
Thucydides.

His current work identifies three conflicting but
essential themes and struggles of American Judaism:;
upholding the sacred traditions of the Jewish religion;
adapting to the unprecedented freedoms and
opportunities of life in a new land by changing Judaism;
preserving the sense of Jewish peoplehood, culture, and
communal unity.

From the arrival in New Amsterdam of twenty-three
bedraggled Sephardi Jews in 1654, the symbiosis of
Judaism and New World Liberalism has been in play. The
anti-semitism of Peter Stuyvesant was reigned in and
countered by the pro-Jewish leaders of the Dutch West
Indies Company, which demanded only that Jews care
for their own poor. An instructive and prescient beginning
this was; a theme that would recur.

The infinitesimal Jewish Sephardi communities never
grew to more than 6000 altogether until 1830, when
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observance to conform to the requirements of modern
life in the new land of freedom.

The massive influx of Eastern European Jews
occurred from 1880 to 1930, swelling the Jewish
population to more than four million. While Reform
Judaism had provided one track for Jews to confront the
frightening emancipation known as America,
Conservative Judaism offered a less radical and more
traditional approach to accomodating modernity in the
Golden Medina. Tiny Reconstructionism had a serious
influence on the struggle to maintain Jewish identity.
Meanwhile, Judaism, like other religions, had to deal with
the secular inclinations of growing segments of the
population.

Slightly more Jews live in America than in Israel. The
American Jewish community has struggled to affirm its
faith, its traditions, its place in the American sun, its sense
of peoplehood, and its unique culture in the face of serious
obstacles. Virtually all the fears dogging American Jews
today—assimilation, intermarriage, abandonment of
Torah and ritual, disappearance of Judaism—were very
much on the minds of Jews all through the 350 years of
American Jewish history.

When asked recently whether he was Orthodox,
Conservative, or Reform, Jonathan Sarna reportedly
replied, “All of the above.” With his comprehensive
knowledge of his field, he has concluded that Jewish
renewal has occurred over and over for many centuries
and is destined to triumph repeatedly despite internal
strife, persecution, and neglect, on into the dark mists of
the future.

Sarna concludes that like the American people who
spawned, shaped, and conditioned the great American
Republic, America’s Jews sense the unique genius of what
their turbulent history has wrought and will preserve its
continuity against all odds.
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