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T E R M I N O L O G Y 

The term synagogue is used in this work to denote the buil­

ding used for Jewish worship. Congregat ion refers to an or­

ganized group of Jews who worship together, although not always 

in a synagogue. Temple refers to a Reform congregation and may, 

on some occasions, refer to the synagogue of a Reform congre­

gation. Shul, likewise~ r~fers to an Orthodox or Conservative 

co~gregation or on occasion to its synagogue. However, when-. 

ever Temple or Shul refers to a building, the meaning will be 

clear from the context. 

A word about Jewish holidays. The High Holidays, which 

occur in September of October, are Rosh Hashonah, the New Year, 

and Yorn Kippur, the Day of Atonement and the most solemn festi­

val of the Jewish religion. Pesach, or Passover, lasts for 

seven or eight days and occurs in March or April. It cele­

brates the Exodus from Egypt and the sparing of the children 

of Israel from the Angel of Death. The dates for the holidays 

vary each year because the Jewish calendar is lunar. The length 

of Pesach varies because traditional Jews celebrate it one 

day longer than do Reform Jews. The Seder is the ritual dinner 

that accompanies the first night of Pesach, and it is usually 

a big affair for family and guests. Traditional Judaism forbids 

the eating of grains and leavened foods during Pesaeh and requires 
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that houses be cleaned of all such foods for the holiday. Re­

form Jews do not usu~lly follow thi s cus tom now. 

There are three main branches of Judaism. Orthodoxy is 

the strictest of the branches, requiring absolute obedience to 

all the laws and customs of Judaism. Conservative Judaism is 

less strict, although adherence to the laws and traditions is 

still important. Reform Judaism embraces considerably fewer 

of the customs of the religion. It was developed as a moder­

nization of the old ways that would appeal to Jews who saw no 

point in many of the laws. A Sephardic Jew is one of Iberian 

descent. The term traditional Judaism refers to the laws and 

customs observed by the Orthodox, many of which laws are also 

followed by Conservative Jews. 

According to traditional Judaism, a quorom, or minyan, of 

ten men must be present to hold a religious service. The term 

Minyan, when capitalized, refers to the daily service of Ortho­

dox and Conservative Jews. Reform Jews do not require a minyan 

for their services and do not hold daily services. Traditional 

Judaism also requires that one do no work on the Sabbath, which 

means that Jews must walk to Sabbath services. Reform Jews were 

the first to give up this custom, but virtually all the Jews in 

Austin now drive to services because they. live so far away from 

the synagogues. Orthodox and Conservative Judaism require the 

head to be covered whenever one is inside a synagogue or is 

praying in the presence of a minyan. A skullcap known as a 

yarmulke is usually used to cover one's head, although any 

cap or hat will do. Reform congregations do not require the 

head to be covered now although early congregations retained 

this custom for some years. 
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A cantor 1s a man who leads the congr egation in chanting 

or singing the differ ent portions of a service .. Orthodox and 

Conservative congregations have cantors, but Reform Temples 

usually do not. A choir and organ are used in most Temples 

and most of the service is recited and not chanted. A Shochet 

is a butcher who had been trained in the dietary laws of Judaism. 

Because Shochets had partial education in Jewish laws and cus­

toms, small Orthodox and Conservative congregations early in 

the twentieth century used them as spiritual leaders until they 

could hire a rabbi. 

The Torah is the first five books of the Old Testament. 

In it are all the laws required of Orthodox Jews. Because it 

is the repository of the laws, it is the most important object 

in Judaism. In a synagogue, Torahs are kept in the Ark. Bar 

Mitzvah is the ritual a young man celebrates when he becomes 

thirteen. It enables him to read from the Torah and be counted 

in a minyan, signifying that he has become a man according to 

Jewis h law. A boy studies for his Bar Mitzvah with Hebrew 

teachers and the rabbi. Confirmation marks the end of formal 

study in religious school and occurs after nine or ten years 

of school, depending on the preference of the congregation. 

The whole class is Confirmed together. Preparation for Con­

firmation takes place in religious school and in class meetings 

with the rabbi. Confirmation is celebrated on Simhat Torah, 

the holiday commemorating the giving of the Torah to the Jews 

in biblica.j times. Simha t Torah falls in May or June. Con­

firmation is a Reform ceremony that has also been adopted by 

Conservative Judaism. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

The Jewish community of Austin, Texas, is similar to many 

Southern Jewish communities in many respects. Ho~ever, there 

are some differences, many of which reflect the difference be­

tween life in Texas and life in the Deep South. The Jews who 

settled in small towns in the South were primarily peddlers 

and merchants. These men did business with tenant farmers and 

ot~ers whose main crop was cotton. Much of their business was 

done on credit, and a bad crop would create ill feelings towards 

the Jews who ' came to collect what was owed them. Many small 

farmers blamed Jewish peddlers and merchants for their economic 
. .... 1 reversvs. Central Texas never had the one-crop economy that 

was prevelant throughout much of the Souths constquently the 

farmers were less likely to dislike the Jewish peddlers and mer­

chants who settled in Austin after the Civil War. This lessened 

the basis for anti-Semitism in Austin and contributed to the 

early good relations between Christiane and Jews. Many rural 

farmers in the South migrated to urban centers in search of a 

better economic situation to replace tenant farming and share­

cropping. These farmers distrusted the small town Jewish mer­

chants for being financially wily, and they brought this dis­

trust to the cities with their migration of the 1890s. 2 This 

agricultural and economic situation was not prevelant in central 
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Texas, so there was no large migration to Austin at the end 

of the nineteenth century. The absence of this migration also 

helped Jewish relations with the Gentile community. 

However, there are great similarit ies between the Jewish 

experience in Austin and in the rest of the South. Most southern 

Jewish communities were iuitially begun by German Jews, many of 

whom were peddlers at first and who later started the i r own 

stores. 3 Although there are few records of German Jewish peddlers 

in Austin, most of the town's early Jewish settlers were from 

Germany and ·virtually all went into some kind of retail business. 

Th~ general trend in small Southern tovms was for Jews to move 

away from general merchandise stores and into specialty shops, 4 

This trend is -reflected in the large number of men•s clothing 

stores and liquor and tobacco stores that were operated by Jews 

in nineteenth century Austin. William and Emmanuel Moses sold 

men's clothes and shoes, Leon Seligman sold wholesale wines, 

liquors, and cigars with John H. Houghton, 5 Isaac Stein sold 

china, glass, and crockery, 6 Leopold Littman made and sold 

cigars, Joe Koen was a jeweler, Sam Hirschfeld and George Ash 

sold men's clothes, and Jake Hirschfeld also sold men's clothes 

in another store. 7 Austin Jews believed that no doors were 

barred to them, an attitude that was expressed in the nineteenth 

century by Jewish leaders. 8 With this attitude in mind, they 

joined many civic groups, and a few became involved in politics. 

Leonard Dinnerstein suggests that an active political life is 

accepted by Southern Jews, 9 but Austin Jews have not been office 

seekers. Instead, they have been apolitical, as Eli Evans 
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suggests is typical of most Southern Jews. 10 The Jews of the 

South generally believed that there was no difference between 

them and their Christi an neighbors other than their religion, 

an idea espoused by Henry Cohen, long Rabbi at Galveston's 

Reform Congregation B'nai Israel. 11 This is also true of the 

Austin Jews, who made no attempt to separate themselves from 

the rest of the community in any way other than organizing 

Jewish groups and closing stores on the High Holidays. 

As in the ·rest of the South, 12 there was no Jewish working 

class in Austin. Virtually the entire community was engaged 

in some form of retain sales, the only exception being a land 

broker named Phineas deCordova. Jews throughout the South 

have always st.riven for social acceptance and equality with 

their Christian neighbors, and they have usually been successful. 

Economic success was not enough, although it was frequently 

achieved. Instead, many Jews made every attempt to adopt all 

the requirements for becoming a good Southerner, short of con­

verting. 13 Jews increasingly conformed to middle class stan­

dards so they would be able to advan.ce by erasing cultural 

differences. 14 This advance may have been easier in Austin, 

because there were a good number of German settlers in central 

Texas who would share some of the culture and the native language 

of most of the early Jewish settlers in Austin. Germans were 

attracted to central Texas because of the good farm land there. 15 

"Quite a numbtU:" of Germans settled in Austin and helped build 

the city. 16 The attempt to gain social acceptance encouraged 

widespread affiliation with social, civic, and philanthropic 

organizations, particularly the Odd Fellows and the Masons in 
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Austin. Eli Evans tells that his grandfather joined the Shriners 

and his grandmother became active in the Eastern Star, PTA, 

and Red Cross, "She was an American and no one could say that 

she was neglecting community obligations for Hadassah."17 

Dinnerstein argues that the fear of anti-Semitism sets the 

tone of much of the behavior of Southern Jews in the twentieth 

century. Southern Jews are afraid to speak out on controver­

sial issues, especially those that might divide the whole com­

munity. 18 They have gen~rally remained so silent on such issues 

that •southern Gentilen have greatly underestimated their real 

diyergence from Protestant thinking on public and social ques­

tions."19 Although there has been virtually rio real anti-Semi­

tism in Austin, many Aust.in Jews were raised and still practice 

a policy of not speaking out when they hold an unpopular or 

controversial view. This was especially true of the pre-World 

War II period, when children were raised in a. homogeneous so­

ciety and Jewish children particularly were taught not to upset 

the balance. Thls silence has been a ·ttributed by one Austin 

Jew to a Jewish state of mind, 20 but it may be an unconscious 

expression of the point Dinnerstein makes. 

The early Jewish community in Austin was also internally 

stable, since it was primarily settled by German Reform Jews. 

Congregations established before the wave of German immigration 

that took place in the middle of the nineteenth century were 

usually Orthodox. The Reform movement began in Germany, and 

Reform Jews settling in the United States shortly before and 

after the Civil War created controversy as they attempted to 
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modernize the Orthodox congregations. Temple Beth Israel in 

Austin is not old enough to have been established as an Orthodox 

congregation, so there was none of the reiigious turmoils common 

in older Southern cities. A similar situation prevailed in New 

Orleans, which was settled by Sephardic and German Jews and had 

a strong Reform t h 21 a mosp ere, so Austin • is not atypical of the 

Southern Jewish experience in this respect. In fact, this ex-

perience· is . probably common in Texas where most German congre-

gations began late enough to be basically Reform-oriented from 

the beginning. Of course, this internal stability contributed 

early to the good face the Jews of Austin were able to put 

forth towards the rest of the community. 

In the first half of the twentieth century, many Southern 

Jewish communities were divided between an older and a newer 

part of the community, frequently between German and eastern 

European immigrants and their descendants. 22 Although that split 

did not always take place along lines of eastern European immi­

gration, 23 and in some oases such a split was denied, 24 there 

was somewhat of a social division among the Austin Jews. So-

cial separation, neither extensive nor very rigid, did exist. 

As in much of the South, and elsewhere, the Reform Jews• reluc­

tance to .associate with Orthodox Jews came from a fear of being 

identified with them and their much less assimilated and much 

stranger customs. 25 Over the years Reform Jews felt "subcon­

scious pressures to assimilate into a region ·where differences 

were penalized." They wanted their services to look and sound 

less Jewish--stained glass windows, no yarmulkes, a choir and 

organ, and little Hebrew. 26 German Jews wanted to advance by 



6 

erasing cultural differences and therefore regarded the influx 

of eastern European Jews as a threat to· their status. 27 Many 

social activities in Austin were separated along Reform-Ortho-

dox lines, particularly after the organization of the Orthodox 

congregation. Each group had its own leaders, as was common 

elsewhere in the South. 28 However, this split was also a reflec­

tion of a cleavage between the Congress Avenue Jewish merchants, 

most of whom were Reform, and the East Sixth Street merchants, 

many of whom were Orthodox. 

The entire Jewish community in Austin did share a Jewish 

identity, however. This can especially be seen in their ten­

dency to . unify to help those less fortunate on their way to 

make a ho·me elsewhere, as well as to help new· settlers in Aus­

tin. A split community sharing a Jewish identity has been 

found elsewhere in the South. 29 

Thus in general the Austin Jewish community is fairly rep­

resentative of Southern Jewish communities, although there are 

specific differences due to the nature of central Texas economy 

and the relative newness of Jewish settlement in Austin as com­

pared with some cities in the Deep South. 



IN THE BEGINNING (1850-1874) 

The first Jews in Austin, as in most of the South, were 

primarily from the German states. These Jews were fleeing laws 

which, following Napoleon•• defeat in 181S, removed many Jewish 

. civil liberties. Jewish marriages were limited in Bavaria, and 

land ownership was restricted in Wurtemberg. A combination of 

unemployment and overpopulation encouraged many Europeans, es­

pecially Irish and Germans, to emigrate. Also, many Jews fled 

Prussia to escape conscription. 

The Jewish immigrants were from small towns in Germany 

and were primarily shopkeepers and salesmen. Most settled in 

the northeastern United States, but some were attracted to the 

South, including Texas, because the region was quite similar 

to the farm country they had left in Germany. 1 In a small but 

growing town like Austin there were many opportunities for Jews 

to go into businesses similar to their old ones in Germany. 

That business opportunities were available in Austin is evident, 

since there were only nine stores in Austin in 1840,2 w~en the 

population was 856. Ten years later there were eleven merchants 

serving a town of 628 inhabitants,:, but the first Jewish mer­

chan~ had yet to come to Austin. Touters publicized the advan­

tages of settling in Texas to Europeans in tlie hope of stimu­

lating immigration to Texas. 4 Also, a number of books were 
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published in the German states about opportunities in Texas. 

Many Jews may have read or heard about J. Val Hecke's Reise 

durch die Veringten Staaten von Nord Amerika (~ravels Through 

the United States of North America). Hecke travelled in Texas 

from 1818 to 1821 and was greatly impressed with the land. He 

urged the Prussian government td buy Texas from Spain as a 

colonial venture, noting that it would make a good outlet for 

Germany's surplus population.5 The "glowing description" Hecke 

gave of Texas, estimating that fifty acres of farmland would 

make a man self-supporting, "created a great deal of interest 

throughout Europe, and especially among the German people."6 

s. Hoermann•s novel Toehtcr Tehuans (Tehuan•s Daughter) was 

in wide circulation in the mid-nineteenth century. Hoermarin 

romanticized Texas, and consequently his novel could easily 

have aerved to encourage settlement in Texas. 7 German immi­

gration was further aided by the rapid expansion of American 

railroads and t,he founding of two new Atlantic steamship lines, 

the Cunard (1839) and Hamburg-American Lines (1847). 8 The ship 

lines brought few Jews to Texas directly, but the immigrants 

spread out from New York City via the railroads, horse, and 

wagon to 'l'exae. 

The typical Jewish settler was a young man without oppor- ' 

tunity in his homeland who had a compulsion to find a pros­

perous new life. 9 These men usually were unaccompanied in their 

initial journey to Texas, either they were single or had come 

in advance of their family. Yet for a Jew to maintain himself 

as a Jew, he needed fellowship with other Jewa, so as soon as 

he had achieved moderate success, he called on friends and his 
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relatives to join him in his new land. 10 Accordingly, their 

plans were usually to make enough money to bring the rest of 

their family over, if they were married, or to send for thP.ir 

brothers if they were single. Some complete families were able 

to come over, particularly if they were slightly more pros­

perous in their homeland. However, the pattern was usually 

that of a lone male, or perhaps brothers, coming over first 

and then sending for the rest of the family after they were 

settled and had made some money. 

In few cases is it known why German Jews came specifically 

to Austin. However, their pattern of arrival encompasses all 

the types listed above. Leopold Littman came to America as a 

young boy of eight or nine years of age with his parents prior 

to 1860. He married in 18?1 and moved to Austin from Chetopa, 

Kansas two years later because he ·h~d heard that there was a 

university in Austin and he wanted his children to have a good 

education. 11 Henry Hirschfeld came from Germany to join two 

uncles in Mobile, Alabama, who sent him out as a peddler. It 

is not known how or why he came to settle in Austin, but he 

arrived before the Civil War. 12 Simon and Jacob Mussina were 

two of the earliest Jewish settlers of Texas, arriving in the 

state in 18J6. The next year they were joined by their mother 

and sister. They both originally settled in Galveston, an early 

center of Texas Jewry, where Jacob was in Mercantile pursuits. 

He later moved to New Orleans and then finally settled in Aus­

tin in 1885. He died there in January, 1892, leaving a daughter 

and a son, Dr. D. Mussina. 13 Simon came to Austin after the 

Civil War but left before 187?. Governor Davis appointed Simon 
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a City Alderman for the term from February 1, 1871, to November 

28, 1872. 14 

Before the Civil War there were only a handful of Jews in 

Austin, probably not many more than ten males, since the Jewish 

Cemetery was not founded until 1866. 15 The founding of a Jewish 

Cemetery indicates the existence of at least ten adult males, 

since that is the number of men required by Jewish law to be 

present in order to hold any type of prayer service, including 

sitting Shiva, or mourning for the dead, and saying Yarzheit, 

the prayer said on the annual observance of a death. Austin 

was still a small town after the Civil War, with a population 

of only 4428 by 1870. 16 

The first Jew to arrive in Austin of whom there is any 

record is Phineas deCordova. He was born in Philadelphia, Penn­

sylvania, on March 28, 1819, to a family descended from Spanish 

and Portugese hidalgoes or knights. He was the son of Raphael 

deCordova and the half-brother of Jacob deCordova, who was a 

prominent land agent in Texas. Jacob came early to Texas, and 

Phineas joined him in Houston in 1848 after spend·ing thirteen 

years in Kingston, Jamaica, where Jacob was born. Phineas 

married Jemima Delgado, of the famous New Orleans Delgado family, 

in 184?. Jemima's uncle founded the famous New Orleans Delgado 

Art Museum. The brothers had a land agency and published the 

Texas Herald and Immigrant Guide semi-monthly to publicize Texas 

to Europeans in an attempt to stimulate immigration to Texas, 

with the hope that immigrants would purchase some of the deCor­

dovas• land holdings. Jacob was elected to the second Texas 
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State Legislature, havtng campaigned on a platform of more 

families for Texas. 

Gevernor Peter H. Bell invited the deCordovas to move to 

Austin, which Phineas did in 1849 and became the quasi-official 

immigration department of the Texas government. Beginning then, 

Phineas edited the Southwest American, which he published jointly 

with his brother. Howev-er, they sold the paper in 1852. Phineas• 

land firm in Austin was DeCordova and McKinney, but it became 

DeCordova and Company on September 11, 1879, following the death 

the preceeding day of Captain James P. McKinney, his partner. 

Phineas handled land transactions for many prominent Texans, 

including Governor Pease. Phineas became a good friend of the 

Pease family, and he managed the governor's estate for Mrs. 

Pease and -their children after the governor died. Phineas had 

a son, Samuel D. deCordova, who was born on January 6, 1861, 

one of the first Jewish children to be born in Austin. He died 

on January 28, 1909, in Houston, where he was manager of the 

land department for the trustees of the T. w. House estate at 

the time of his death. 

Austin Jews have long been active in civic affairs and as 

members and officers of various civic organizations. However, 

Phineas deCordova was the first and perhaps the most politically 

active of all Austin Jews. He was a member of the Texas State 

Democratic Executive Committee for six years, and his paper 

always supported the Democratic party. He served as Austin City 

Alderman from 1857 to 1858, and as Secretary to the State Senate 

for the Eighth through the Tenth Legislatures, as well as being 

a Notary Fublic for Travis County from 1851 to 189J. Governor 
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Pease appointed him a Justice of the Peace for Precinct Two, 

Travis County, from 1856 to 1860. Phineas served the Confed­

eracy as Secretary to the Texas Military Board from 1862 to 

1864 and was elected to the State Senate from Travis County 

from November 4, 1861, to November 15, 1864, serving in the 

Ninth and Tenth Legislatures. He assisted in the organization 

of the Odd Fellows Lodge in Austin on January 6, 1852, and was 

elected an officer. He was appoint ed a deputy Grand Master for 

the Fourth District of the Lodge at a meeting of the Grand Lodge 

of Texas in Dallas in 1859. He was also one of the founders 

and first Vice-President of Temple Beth Israel. His last pub­

lic service was as United States Commissioner in the Western 

District of Texas, in Austin, from 1879 to 1885. Phineas was 

most especially proud of his part in stimulating railroad buil­

ding in Texas, having a great deal to do with arranging finan­

cing through the General Land Office. Phineas deCordova died, 

perhaps of a painful gouty arthritis, on May 9, 1905, and is 
17 buried in Beth Israel Cemetery No. 1 , in Austin. 

DeCordova is unusual as a Jewish settler in Austin for 

many reasons. First, he was a Sephardic Jew. The only other 

Sephardic family in Austin before 1900 was the Nunez family, 

who were in Austin by 188J. 18 Also, he was not a peddler or 

engaged in any retail business but was a land broker, joining 

his brother's business. In addition, as noted extensively above, 

he was the most politically active Jew that has ever lived in 

Austin. His political activity may be due to Phineas• early 

arrival in Austin and that he already had a good means of support 



in his brother's land business. In general, Southern Jews were 

apolitical in the nineteenth century and have continued to be 

so in the twentieth century. Jews were afraid of the reaction 

of Gentiles to any Jew with authority. 19 Also, the Jewish 

community in Austin during Reconstruction was quite small, about 

fifteen families, 20 so that it would be unlikely for very many 

Jews to be involved in politics. Other early settlers, like 

Henry Hirschfeld, began as peddlers or small businessmen. Most 

of their time was taken up with running their fledgling busi­

nesses, leaving them little time for such extensive political 

ac_tivi ty. 

Five or six Jews from Austin served with the Confederate 

Army after the Civil War broke out in 1861. 21 Gabriel and Samuel 

Friedberger both served in Terry's Cavalry, and Sam later was 

elected a Trustee of Temple Beth Israel in 1877. Isaac Levy 

served in Company B., Light Artillery, and J. Melasky from Taylor, 

north of Austin, served with Company A., 26th Cavalry. B. Me­

lasky, who was living ei·ther in Austin or Georgetown in 1861, 22 

enlisted early in 1862 in Company A., J2nd Texas Cavalry, Woods 

Regiment, Captain Storey•s Company; in which he served until 

the end of the war. 23 Isaac Stein served in Colonel Marshall's 

regiment and lost his right arm at the second battle of Manassas. 

Henry Hirschfeld served in Parson's Brigade and returned to Aus­

tin to play a prominent role in the organization of the Austin 

Jewish community. 

Henry Hirschfeld fled Germany when he was fifteen years 

old, about 1849, to escape general conscription at the age of 
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sixteen. He joined two uncles in Mobile, Alabama and made 

his way as a peddler to Austin when he was sixteen, or about 

1850. He served in the Civil War and returned to marry Jennie 

Melasky, daughter of B. Melasky, in 1868, when he was thirty­

two and she was only sixteen. -They had eight children, six of 

whom lived to be adults. He initially had a dry goods store 

on the southeast corner of Congress and Pecan, which is now 

Sixth Street. 24 

Hirschfeld was perhaps the leading figure within the Aus­

tin Jewish community as well as a prominent Austinite. In 1890 

• he was a founder and first Vice-President of the Austin Nat i onal 

Bank. 25 He was instrumental in an ill-fated attempt to or­

ganize a congregation in 1874, serving as its first and only 

President, 26 and was the first President and founder of Temple 

Beth Israel in 1876. 27 Also, he corresponded with the American 

Israelite, the foremost magazine of Reform Judaism in the nine­

teenth century, describing the organization of Congregation 

B'nai Shalom in 1874. 28 Hirschfeld was early active in civic 

groups, and he was elected Treasurer of the Austin Lodge of 

the Masons in 1872. 29 

B. Melasky, who also fought in the Civil War, came to the 

United States about 1854 and to the Austin area before 1860. 

Apparently he had no other name, for he was always referred to, 

in speech and writing, as B. Melasky. He was born in Russia 

in 1825 and perhaps fled to escape a pogrom. He went first to 

France, where his daughter Jennie was born, and two years after 

her birth he came to America and settled in New Braunfels, south 
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of Austin, about 1854. 30 According to one account, he was 

living in San Marcos when the war broke out and enlisted as 

described above. He was described by his fellow soldiers as 

being "as good a soldier as anybody" in spite of the fact that 

"Jews do not take to war much now."Jl However, his great­

granddaughter believes he was in Austin before the war, since 

an old family story relates that Henry Hirschfeld first saw 

Jennie climbing over a fence and said he would marry her, doing 

so only after he returned from the Civil War.32 

Melasky settled in Austin after the war and became a 

pr9minent citizen. He had eight children, including Jennie, 

Rosa, who married Elias Krohn, Lillie, who married Karl Bellish, 

and Harris, who worked with his father, all of whom lived in 

Austin for at least a while after they were married. Melasky 

was very active in the Jewish community, being a Trustee of 

the short-lived Temple B'nai Shalom in 1a74JJ and a founder and 

one of the first trustees of Temple Beth Israel in 1876.34 Like 

most Austin Jews of the immediate post-Civil War period, Melasky 

was a retail merchant. He ran a clothing store at 618 Congress.35 

Isaac Stein settled in Austin before the Civil War and 

served with great sacrifice and loss of limb in that conflict. 

He was born in Bourmont, France on September S, 1832, 36 and 

was a prominent and active citizen of Austin. He was a Trustee 

of Temple B'nai ShalomJ7 as well as a founder and second Secre­

tary of Temple Beth Israe1. 38 Stein had a wholesale and retail 

china, glass, and crockery store at 812 Congress in 1877 and 

had previously sold house furnishings in a store on Congress 

• 
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between Pine and Pecan Streets (Fifth and Sixth Streets). 39 

He was active in civic groups, serving as Scribe of Odd Fellows 

Lodge No. 5 and Treasurer of Odd Fellows Lodge No. 23. 40 Isaac 

Stein died on December 21, 1897, and is buried at Beth Israel 

Cemetery No. 2 in Austin. 41 

The Austin Jewish community before 1874 remained very small, 

having only fifteen families and about twenty-five young men, 

in addition to several families "half and half" not included 

in this count. 42 The community was composed primarily of Ger-

man immigrants who were in some sort of retail business, typical 

of . Jews in small Southern towns. In addition to those mentioned 

above, by the 1870s Morris Gans and Herman Hellman were in 

business as Hellman and Gans, general merchandise, on the south­

east corner of Pecan and East Avenue (Sixth Street and the Express­

way). 43 These men were founders and, respectively, the first 

Treasurer and Trustee of Temple Beth Israel. Charles Goldbaum, 

who was also one of the first trustees of Temple Beth Israei,44 

was a merchant who lived on the east side of Brazos between 

Pine and Pecan Streets. 45 Other early settlers were Theo Philip­

son, Emmanuel and William Moses, Leon Seligman, and Leopold 

Littman. Philipson was born in 184046 and came to Austin, where 

he had many different clothing stores, before 1872.47 He was 

the first Secretary of Temple Beth Israei. 48 Emmanuel Moses 

came to Austin before 187249 and his brother William joined 

him a few years later. They had a men's clothing store at 608 

Congress. 50 Emmanuel was a Trustee of Congregation B'nai Shalom 

for it~ brief existenee, 51 and William was one of the first 

_, 
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trustees and the second Vice-President of Temple Beth Israel. -52 

Leon Seligman, an early B'nai B'rith Lodge officer, was a liquor 

dealer who became partners with John H. Houghton in Seligman 

and Houghton wholesale wine, liquor, and cigars at 620 Congress. 53 

Leopold Littman made and sold cigars54 and was the first Secre­

tary of the Austin B'nai B'rith Lodge. 55 There were of course 

other German Jews in Austin by 1874, including H. Goldstein, 

Jacob Stern, and David Weinberger. 

However, Austin early had a •mixed" Jewish community, one 

composed of Russian and Polish Jews as well as Germans. B. 

_Melasky was originally from Russia, and his wife was Polish. 56 

Jacobs. Davis was born in Augustova, Poland in 18J?. 57 He 

was a businessman and an early officer of the B'nai B'rith 

Lodge. 58 Israel Malevinsky, who had a dry goods store at 518 

Congress, 59 was certainly from eastern Europe, judging by his 

name. The presence of many eastern European Jews in .Austin at 

this time would have been unusual, but the Jewish community was 

predominantly German, as was typical of Southern towns. 

As the 1870s opened, the Jews of Austin made many attempts 

to found Jewish organizations. B'nai B'rith had been organized 

nationally in the 1840s, and by 1872 it was the largest, oldest, 

and most prominent of the Jewish charitable organizations. 60 

On the first Sunday of December, 1872, the Jews of Austin met 

in the Mayor's office and organized a Hebrew Benevolent Associa­

tion. B. Melasky was elected the first President. Occasionally 

men would come to Austin to raise money for Jewish institutions 

or settlements elsewhere. The Benevolent Association helped 
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these men, ae well as any Jews who needed money to travel or 

settle with. Also, the Jews took actions towards purchasing 

land on which to erect a synagogue. A committee was organized 

to investigate a place and suitable price, but only five people 

attended a second meeting at which the committee was to report. 

In fact, there was no committee to report at this meeting, in 

spite of the fact that $1,100 had been pledged at the first 

meeting towards the purchase of the land. Consequently, the 

whole scheme, Benevolent Association included, was dropped . "in 

disgust."61 

Two years later a similar attempt met with somewhat greater 

success. Early in February, 1874, the Reverend J.M. Chuma­

ceiro of Charleston, South Carolina, visited Austin on his 

way to San Antonio and addressed the Jewish community. He de­

livered a short lecture to the assembled community and tried 

to persuade them to organize a B'nai B'rith lodge. However, 

those present decided to organize a congregation, probably 

because they felt a congregation would be more essential to 

the practice of Judaism than would a B'nai B'rith lodge. On 

February 8, the congregation was organized at a meeting in the 

Mayor's office. The members elected Henry Hirschfeld President, 

Herman Hellman Vice-President, Sam Friedberger Treasurer, Ben 

Hannet Secretary, and B. Malasky, Emmanuel Moses, and Isaac 

Stein Trustees. In addition, they collected $1J20 in sub­

scriptions for the erection of a synagogue. 62 This event was 

publicized in Germany and France, as well as in the United 

States. 6J The members hoped to affiliate themselves with the 
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Union of American Hebrew Congregations, the governing body for 

Reform congregations, 64 but this did not occur. The congre­

gation lasted into the summer, 65 but it had completely disap­

peared by November, 1875. B'nai Shalom may well have disap­

peared because of business rivalries within the Jewish commu­

nity. 66 

The Jews of Austin had no trouble in their general relations 

with the Gentile community. Later in the 18?0s many Jews 

served as officers in various civic and philanthropic groups1 

however, there are no records for the early part of that decade 

and_ one can only guess as to when such participation began. 

A. Biberstein, who was the Treasurer of the Odd Fellows Lodge 

No. 2J in 1872, was the only Jewish officer other than Henry 

Hirschfeld of any civic group that year, the only one for which 

records exist. 67 But it is unlikely that there wae a sudden 

beginning of such participation, especially considering Phineas 

deCordova•s wide range of political and philanthropic affilia­

tions. DeCordova is but one example of the good relations 

that prevailed. Anoth~r is the courteous treatment afforded 

Rabbi Blum of Temple B'nai israel in Galveston, at a reunion 

of the Masons at the Raymond House on February 11, 18?4. He 

was called upon to deliver a toast at the meeting, "and the 

audience showed its appreciation of the same by long and loud 

plaudits at its close."68 Also, the Mayor lent his office for 

the use of the Jews when they organized Congregation B'nai Shalom 

in 1874. In general, there appeared to be harmony between the 

Jewish and Gentile communities in Austin through the 1870s. 
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During the third quarter of the nineteenth century Jews 

began to settle in Aus t in. They purchased land for a Jewish 

cemetery, but further efforts to organize the community were 

unsuccessful. However, the Jewish community was slowly growing 

in size, and the next twenty-five years would see it become 

firmly established with the successful organization of a B'nai 

B'rith lodge and a Reform congregation. 



PERIOD OF ORGANIZATION ( 1875-1900) 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the 

Jewish community of Austin slowly increased in size. In 1875 

there were about thirty Jewish families and about eighty male 
. 

adults in Austin. There were about thirty basiness houses, 

suggesting that the community was almost entirely engaged in 

some form of retail or wholesale business. 1 In 1877 the size 

of Austin's Jewish community was again reported to be about 

thirty families, with a total of about two hundred members. 2 

Growth of the community was very slow, and it generally remained 

unified as to religious observance. The Jews were overwhel­

mingly from Germany and consequently were Reform. Only Reform 

services were held until 1900 or 1901, when there were enough 

Orthodox Jews :from eastern Europe to h~ld their own Orthodox 

service. 3 

There was only a very slow influx of Russian and Polish 

Jews to Austin before 1900. B. Melasky, Jacob Davis, I. Male­

vinsky, and Abraham Biberstein were already in Austin in 1875, 

but few of their countrymen came to join them. One who did 

come was Alex Wiseman, who was born in Poland in 1840 or 1841. 4 

A Vasseck family moved to Austin before 1892, when Raye was 

Confirmed.5 There were few if any other identifiable Polish 

families in Austin before 1900. Another Sephardic family, the 

21 
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Raphael Nunez family, came to Austin before 188J, the year their 

young son Duke died. 6 They were onl y the second Sephardic family 

in the city. By far the majority of new ,Jewish settlers in 

Austin were from Germany or were of German descent. 

Among the then prominent families, virtually all were Ger­

man-American Jews. Isaac and Hermann Heidenheimer arrived in 

Austin in 1889. 7 Isaac served as a trustee for Temple Beth 

Israel after 1900. 8 The Heidenheimer family became one of the 

wealthiest Jewish families in Austin. - 9 That they were successful 

is attested to by Hermann's headstone, which is taller than any 

ot~er stone in that section of the Jewish cemetery except Theo 

Philipson•s. 10 Philipson was also a prominent and successful 

man11 who was the first Secretary of Temple Beth Israel. Sig-

mund Philipson, his brother, was Secretary of the Temple from 

1882 to 1885. 12 

Other leading Jews took active roles in civic groups as 

well as in the Jewish community. - D. Friedman served regularly 

as a trustee for Temple Beth Israel in the 1880s. 13 He came 

to Austin before 1879 and was the proprietor of the Buckeye 

Barrel House Saloon in that year. In 1887 he became the pro­

prietor of the Bank saloon, 121 East Sixth Street, and sold 

groceries and had a beer garden at 2215 Guadalupe. In addition, 

from 1887 to 1890 he was Treasurer of the Knights of Honor Lodge 

No. 1015. In 1887-1890 he also served as Receiver for the Ancient 
14 Order of United Workmen Lodge No. 1. Henry Hirschfeld, who 

was instrumental in organizing Temple Beth Israel, was quite 

active in other areas as well. He served as Treasurer of Hill 

City Masonic Lodge No. 456, which was organized in 1876, from 
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1877 to 1882. 15 In addition to being the first President of 

Temple Beth Israel, he waa a frequent officer and trustee of 

the Congregation during its first fifteen years of existence. 16 

Also, he was one of the founders and the first Vice-President 

of the Austin National Bank, organized in 1890. 17 In 1880 Ben­

jamin J. Kopperl moved from Vaiden, Mississippi to Austin, where 

he became quite an "active worker" in the Jewish community. 1a 
He served as a trustee for Temple Beth Israel in 1882 and was 

Secretary from 1886 to 1a91.t9 He was active in B'nai B'rith, 

being elected Treasurer, Vice-President, Monitor, and Trustee 

frQm 1881 to 1898. He joined the Royal Arch Masons Lodge No. 

6 and was an officer. In 1885 he was elected Chaplain of Capi­

tol City Lodge No. 1802, Knights of Honor, a post he held until 

1894. Kopper! was a bookseller, stationer, and newsdealer at 
20 822 Congress. 

21 Morris Gans was born October 20, 1839, and came to Austin 

prior to 1876. He was a founder of Temple Beth Israel and was 

a trustee in 1876 and 1885-86. He served as Vice-President 

from 1886 to 1891. 22 He was President of B'nai B'rith 1877-78, 

and later served as Secretary and Treasurer. He was a member 

of Knights of Honor Lodge No. 1015, which he served as an officer 

in 1889. He also was Receiver for the Ancient Order of United 

Workmen No. 1 from 1891 to 1892. Gans was a partner with Herman 

Hellman in Hellman and Gans, a general merchandise store on the 

southeast corner of Pecan and East Avenue. 23 He died on March 
~4 

8, 1904, and is buried at Beth Israel Cemetery No. 1.~ William 

Moses came to Austin before 18?6, when he served on the first 
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board of trustees for Temple Beth Israel. He subsequently 

served as Vice-President, Trustee,. and President from 1886 to 

1899. 25 He served as Treasurer, Monitor, and Warden of B'nai 

B'rith and was elected Vice-President in 1881-82 and from 1889 

to 1892. Moses belonged to the Knights of Honor Lodge N~. 1802 

and served as Treasurer from 1887 to 1894. William was a partner 

with his brother Emmanuel in Moses Brothers clothing store at 

608 Congress. Emmanuel came to Austin before 187226 and was 

elected Trustee of Temple B'nai Shalom in 1874. 27 

The whole Melasky family remained quite active in Austin 

Jewish and civic affairs. B. Melasky served Temple Beth Israel 

in many capacities as Trustee, Treasurer, and Vice-President 

from 1876 to 1882. 28 In addition, he was a member of the Binai 

B'rith Lodge, serving it as Trustee in 1877-78. Melasky was 

elected Treasurer of the Capitol Encampment No. 71 of the Odd 

Fellows for 18??-78 and Tiler of the Masons Lodge No. 456 for 

1881-82. Mrs. Melasky was active in the different Ladies Aid 

Societies which passed in and out of existence during the years 

following 1876. The group was originally organized in 1876, 

and Mrs. Melasky served as its Vice-President from 1877 to 1878. 

It was reorganized in 188J and she again served as Vice-Presi­

dent from 1885 to 1890. Their son Harris was active in civic 

groups also, serving as Treasurer of the Austin Masonic Lodge 

No. 12 from 18?7 to 1886. Harris worked for his father at B. 

Melasky and Son dry goods, clothing, boots and shoes store at 

618 Congress. 29 
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On July 9, 1875, the first permanent Jewish group was or­

ganized in Austin. On that day the Jewish men of the city met 

and organized the Austin Lodge of the• B'nai B'rith.:ro In all 

probability, the first officers were Herman Hellman, PresidentJ 

Nathan Meyer, Vice-President; and Leopold Littman, Secretary. 

At any rate, these were the officers as of November, 1875. 31 

Subsequent years saw a great deal of interest in the B'nai B'rith, 

as there were always enough men willing to take on the various 

responsibilities of being officers of the group. By November, 

1875, the Lodge had "more than twenty members" from a community 

of _about eighty male adults. 32 By 1879 there were twenty-eight 

members, increasing gradually and .with small fluctuations to 

thirty-eight members in 1889 and then decreasing slightly to 

only thirty-two members at the turn of the century. 33 Although 

the members were primarily German Jews, this was only a reflec­

tion of the composition of the community and had nothing to do 

with any prejudice against the Polish or Russian Jews. This 

is reflected in the fact that both B. Melasky and Israel Male­

vinsky were elected officers of the Lodge.J4 

Prior to 1875 two attempts had been made to organize the 

Jewish community. Both being failures, there was no instruction 

for the children. There was even an article in the Daily Demo­

cratic Statesm~_E on September 24, 1876, which mentioned the lack 

of any religious group for the Jews of Austin. The article pub­

licized the lack of a Jewish synagogue in Austin and observed 

that, as all the other large Texas cities had synagogues, •we 

can see no reason why Austin should not keep company with them." 
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The article did not blame the absence of a synagogue on the 

Jewish community, and it noted that there was at that time dis­

cussion about constructing a synagogue. The article was fur­

ther complimentary to the Jews of Austin, stating that "it is 

believed it [the Jewish population of Austin] embraces as in­

telligent a class of people as are to be found anywhere."35 In 

response to the needs of their growing community for religious 

organization and instruction, the Jews of Austin met at 2100 

on September 24, 1876, in the Odd Fellow's Hall, and organized 

Congregation Beth Israei.36 The new Congregation elected Henry 

Hi~sehfeld its first President and turned its attention imme­

diately towards raising money for the purchase of land and the 

construction of a synagogue. The approximately thirty people 

present at the meeting pledged $1680 towards this endeavor, 

which was to be paid in cash in four equal monthly installments 

beginning in November. An additional $??5 in pledges was raised 

shortly after the initial meeting. All monies were received 

from Jews, the Congregation having voted 13-12 not to seek any 

money from the Gentile community. This decision was probably 

made to show the Gentiles that the Jews were financially self­

supporting and not a burden on the whole community. On May 26, 

18?7, the officers purchased a lot at the corner of Eleventh 

and San Jacinto Streets for $2500 on which they planned to build 

a synagogue. 

In 187? a Dr. J. Gluck came to Austin to officiate at the 

High Holidays and remained for three months at a salary of fifty 

dollars a month. He began the first religious school, which 
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met on Sundays and was superintended by Sigmund Philipson. The 

Holiday services were held at the Odd Fellow's Hall, with a 

charge of $2.50 to all non-members for tickets. However, this 

fee was waived for those unable to pay. The custom of Aliyos, 

calling up to the Torah and paying money for the privelege of 

reading from it or reciting a blessing over it, was followed 

at these services, and $1JO was raised this way. On March 18, 

1878, the Congregation held Purim services at the Odd Fellow's 

Hall at 7100 P. M. The Congregation met in Mr. Sampson's Hall 

to celebrate the Passover on April 17, at ?aOO P. M. and again 

on the 18th at 9100 P. M. These observances were reported in 

the Austin Demoeratic St~tesman and therefore were known to the 

public. 37 

on June?, 1878, the first Confirmation services were held, 

with Dr. Gluck officiating. The Congregation invited the public 

to the ceremony, which was held at the Odd Fellow's Hall. Dr. 

Gluck even went to a City Council meeting and personally in­

vited the Mayor and all the Aldermen to the service, for which 

"the thanks of the council were tendered and the invitation 

accepted," although it is not recorded whether they did in fact 

attend. The newspaper published many articles listing the Con­

firmands and going into great detail about the service. The 

first Confirmands were Tina Cohn, Sarah Weinberger, Edwin Potosky, 

Joseph Weinberger, Al Davis, and possibly Rachel Gans and Isi­

dore Moses, although they were not listed on all notices of the 

Confirmation. 38 During the early years of the Congregation, 

Confirmation could not be celebrated annually, since it depends 
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on the presence of a rabbi to instruct the Confirmands. The 

next Confirmation was not held until Dr. A. R. Levy came to 

Austin as a full-time rabbi in 1886. 

On May 12, 1878, the successful completion of the first 

year of the Sabbath School was celebrated with a picnic at 

Seiders Spring, to which the entire Jewish community was in­

vited. Isaac Melasky, Joe Weinberger, Louis Davis, and Isidore 

Moses formed the committee that took charge of this picnic. 39 

The first Jewish wedding after the organization of the 

Temple took place on May 21, 1878, at the residence of o·; Wei~-
,. 

berger at 6100 P. M. The ceremony, wedding Jacob Weinberger -

and Rachel Schlinger, was conducted by Dr. Gluck in German and 

English. 4 O 

Congregation Beth Israel applied for a charter as a non­

profit organization from the State of Texas an October 20, 1879. 

The charter was signed by seventeen men, including the first 

President, Henry Hirschfeld, the then-President Herman Hellman, 

Phineas deCordova, Jacob Davis, Moses Davis, and William Moses, 

who was to serve as president in later years. The charter 

states the purposes of the Congregation to be threefold• to 

erect and maintain a building fon religious worship for Jews. 

to erect and maintain a religious school, and to own and main-

tain a private cemetery. Aleo in October the Congregation 

accepted the plans of Wharrenburger and Larmons, architects, 

for the erection of a synagogue and asked for bids on its con­

struction. On February 25, 1880, a mask ball was held at Millet's 

Opera to coincide with the celebration of Purim. The money 
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raised from this affair was donated to the construction of the 

new synagogue. The Democratic Statesman reported that "They 

say they will spare neither time nor money to make it beyond 

all doubt the event of the seasbn."41 

B. J. Kopper!, who arrived in Austin in 188Q, quickly be­

came the second superintendent of the religious school. How­

ever, he took on this responsibility only on the condition that 

every child would bring with him to the school five cents each 

week. This practice continued well into the 1890s, with the 
4 ·2 sum remaining at five cents. A similar collection continues 

to . the present. Dr. Sophar was engaged for the High Holidays 

in 1880 and remained for one year. During his stay he conducted 

a daily school for Jewish children, although it is not known 

whether this was a Talmud Torah, a religious school, or one 

merely for secular education. Under Dr. Sophar the Minhag 

America prayerbook and ritual were used. 4'3 Isaac Mayer Wise 

devel.oped this ritual as a Reform ritual. 4-4 

Although the Congregation was going full swing in these 

respects, -the building project came to a halt for lack of funds. 

To raise more money the Purim Ball mentioned above was held, and 

several members of the Congregation raised money on a trip north, 

quite likely to St. Louis to buy merchandise for their stores. 

These efforts raised respectively $325.65 and $315.00. The Con­

gregation overcame its reluctance to approach Gentiles for money, 

and $640 was contributed by the Christian community. With this 

money the Congregation authorized the building committee to con­

tract for the building of a synagogue on April 10, 1881. 

I 
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However, the activities of the Congregation came to a halt 

for the ensuing thirt een months, until Rev. J.M. Chumaceiro, 

now Rabbi in New Orleans, again vi sited Austin and encouraged 

the Jews to "revitalize their Congregation." Thus inspired, 

those assembled raised $150 immediately to procure a rabbi for 

the Holidays and reopen the religious school. As a result of 

this effort, Mr. Lowenthal arrived in September to officiate 

at the High Holiday services. Also, construction of the Syna­

gogue was begun sometime in 1881. 45 

Temple Beth Israel was early identified as a Reform Con­

gr~gation, although it did not join the Union of American Heb­

rew Congregations until 1911. In 188J members of the Temple 

corresponded with Dr. Isaac Mayer Wise, President of the Heb­

rew Union College where American Reform rabbis were trained, 

As a result, Joseph Silverman, a student at the College, came 

to Austin for the Holidays that year. He later became an emi­

nent rabbi at Temple Emmanuel in New York City, serving there 

for thirty-four years. Services had some elements of tradi­

tionalism, such as the wearing of yarmulkes, but on the whole 

the Congregation followed Reform ritual. The Minhag America 

prayerbook was used, and the Congregation organized a choir 

in 188J. Isaac Mayer Wise devised the Minhag America ritual as 

a moderate reform and aimed it at the Jews of the West and South. 

It is likely that many Southern congregations used his ritual 

in preference to the more radical Tamid of David Einhorn, which 

was oriented towards the large settlements of Jews in the big 

cities of the Northeast. 46 
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Construction on the synagogue was completed in the summer 

of 1884 and the Congregation had the structure almost completely 

paid for by December. To complete the building, however, the 

interior had to be furnished with the necessaries, including 

the religious symbols present in all Jewish synagogues. The 

foremost of those is the Ark, in which the Torah scrolls are 

kept. The Hebrew Ladies Aid Society gave the _Temple $120 with 

which the Ark was bought. Mrs. P. Goldbaum gave the curtains 

for the Ark. The reader's desk was paid for out of the building 

fund. Hill City B'nai B'rith Lodge paid the original insurance 

pr~mium through an advance payment of ninety dollars to cover 

rent for the basement for three years of its meetings. In March, 

1885, the Congregation contracted Mr. Lambie to build pews at 

a cost of $245. Some pews were paid for in advance, and the 

Congregation auctioned off the remainder to the highest bidder, 

with the sale taking place on the first Sunday in August. 

In all likelihood, the first religious services held in 

the new Synagogue were those of the High Holidays of 1884, al­

though the building was only partially completed by then. Tobias 

Schanfarber, a student at the Hebrew Union College who officiated 

at the Holiday service in that and the following year, was thus 

the first "rabbi" to conduct services in the Synagogue. Ordained 

in 1886, Schanfarber was from the first generation of rabbis 

born and ordained in America. He occuppied the pulpit at Chi­

cago's K. A. M. Temple for many years until his death in 1942. 

There had been a fairly regular Religious School for tho 

Congregation since shortly after its founding. This school met 
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at different times in different years, probably due to the wishes 

of its superintendent and those of the rabbi, when one was pre­

sent. In 1885, when therA was no permanent rabbi, the school 

met on Sunday at 10100 A. M. This schedule continued for about 

five years. Dr. Aaron Levy arrived as Rabbi in 1892, and the 

next year a Sabbath School met at 11100 A. M. Saturday as well 

as a Sunday School which met at 10100 A. M. Sunday. This prac­

tice was followed for at least three years, although the records 

on this subject are scanty. 47 It is quite likely that the Reli­

gious School always met on Sunday mornings, as that was the 

most convenient for parents and children, since practically 

the whole Congregation was engaged in some form of retail busi­

ness and consequently W'ould be open for business on Saturday. 

There is no mention anywhere of any of the Jewish businesses 

closing on Saturday. Reform congregations generally held Reli­

gious School on Sunday because stores were open on Saturday, 

traditionally the day for religious instruction. It was easier 

to get both teaohere and students on Sunday, when the stores 

were closed. Students in the Religious School studied the Bible 

and had a sort of catechism consisting of questions about the 

Bible and Jewish history which they had to learn. 48 Dr. A. R. 

Levy came to Austin for one year in February 1886, in response 

to an ad in the American Israelite in late 1885 for MAn American 

Hebrew Minister who can deliver English Sermons, superintend 

the Sunday School, and conduct the choir." In June, 1886, he 

conducted the first Confirmation held in the new Synagogue. 

The Confirmands were Rosa Hirschfeld, daughter of Henry Hirschfeld, 
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Betty Kopperl, daughter of B. J. Kopperl, and Lilly Melasky, 

daughter of B. Melasky. 

The first wedding in the new structure was held early in 

March, 1885, uniting Goldye Melasky, daughter of B. Melasky, 
49 and Elias Krohn, who was a travelling salesman. The groom 

presented the Temple with carpets for the two aisles of the 

building. The second weddfng was that of Mr. A. Alexander, 

held on the 13th or 1lah of April, 1886. 

As the Temple was celebrating these many joyous occasions, 

the members also found it necessary to purchase additional 

la~d for the Jewish cemetery. They bought one strip of land in 

July, 1886, for twenty dollars and another strip in November. 

Temple Beth Israel lacked permanent spiritual leadership 

from 188? to 1891. A Rabbi Eger of Detroit did conduct the 

High Holiday servicas in 1891. In April, 1892, the Congrega­

tion engaged Dr. Aaron Levy as a full-time rabbi at the annual 

salary of $1350. Once more having a rabbi, the Temple Confirmed 

fourteen boys and girls in 1892. This large class--a class of 

fourteen is large even by the standards of 1974--included Laura 

and Jake Hirschfeld, children of Henry Hirschfeld, Perle Davis, 

Nanny Moses, Hattie Koppel, Bessie Goldstein, Bessie Littman, 

who married Sam Baum and .lived in Austin until her death in 1961, 50 

Cecelia Moses, Saul Davis, and Raye Vasseck. The following year 

the Temple Confirmed seven, including Leon Williams, Dave Nunez, 

Alphonse Stein, Katie Stern, Rosa Littman, who married Will Klee­

man, 51 Birdie Goldstein, and Blanch Malevinsky. By 1899 the 

Sunday School had grown to fifty pupils and met only on Sunday 
c2 

at 9100 A. M.--' 



Little is known about the Temple f or the next thirteen 

years, since the minu t es for those years have been lost. In 

1899 Joe Koen was elected President of the Templ e, a post he 

held until his death in 1944. Koen succeeded Henry Hirschfeld 

as the leader of the Jewish community, and he did so within a 

few years after his arrival. Joe Koen came from Russia to New 

York City in 1884. He was going to San Antonio to be a watch­

maker, and en route he stopped in Au.stin. Koen so liked the 

city that he remained in Austin for the rest ·of his life. He 

probably came to Texa s because he had relatives in Waco, a lthough 

it _is not known why he was going specifically to San Antonio. 53 

He origina lly had a counter in Finklea and Walston•s Drugs tore 

on Congress Avenue in 1884.5~ In 1885 he was a watchmaker and 

sold jewelry at 723 Congress, 55 However, his family erroneously 

believes he came to Austin in 1888, perhaps because that is the 

year their business, Joe Koen and Son Jewelers, was founded. 

Joe Koen was active in civic affiars in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. He was a member and officer of the Knights 

of Pythias Lodge No. J4, the Odd Fellows Lodge No. 2J, and the 

Sons of Herman Lodge No. 124. 56 However, he is most remembered 

for his leadership in the Jewish community. Visiting rabbis 

almost invariably were guests of the Koens, and the family was 

always ready to help any transients or professional fundraisers 

who came to Austin, e1:ther with their own money or by helping 

raise money from the rest of the Jewish community.57 The strength 

of his leadership can best be seen in that he served the Congre­

gation as President for over forty-four years• men seldom wanted 



to run against him. Hie long tenure is sometimes criticized 

now as causing a stagnation of other sources of leadership 

within the Congregation.58 

Jews throughout the United States have always organized 

to accomplish almost every purpose imaginable. In addition 

to congregations and B'nai B'rith lodges, cemetery associations, 

Ladies Aid societies, philanthropic groups, literary societies, 

publication societies, and youth organizations are common features 

of the American Jewish experience. The first steps a small 

Jewish community takes are to get a cemetery piot and then or­

ga~ize a congregation. Austin is a little unusual in that,. the 

B'nai B'rith lodge was organized a year before the Temple. This 

may be due to the nature of the community, new immigrants, of 

which the community was primarily composed, were usually single 

or young married couples whose children, if they had any, were 

too young to go to school. In 1875, the children who were to 

be in the first Confirmation class in the Synagogue were only 

four or five years old, and one of the three, Betty Kopperl, had 

not yet rnoved to Austin. Thus, the need for a Temple, one of 

whose goals would be to educate the children, was perhaps less 

than the need for an organization to help transients, new settlers, 

and professional fundraisers in .financial matters. However, 

the year following the organization of B'nai B'rith, Temple 

Beth Israel was successfully organized, and with these two groups 

operating on a permanent basis, many other groups were organized. 

The Ladies Aid Society was initially organized in 1876,59 

probably ~hortly after the founding of the Temple. I~s purpose 
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was to aid in the operating of the Temple by raising money, 

helping with Religious School, and planning parties for the 

Congregation. Little is known about this organization, and it 

passed out of existence, or at least into a hiatus, after a 

few years. The leaders of this group were usually the wives 

of the leaders in the Congregation. In 187? Mrs. Fannie Moses 

was President, and Mrs. B. Malasky was Vice-President. Among 

the trustees elected that year were Mrs. Herman Hellman and Mrs. 

Henry Hirschfeld. 60 The ladies of Temple Beth Israel sponsored 

a masked ball in 1880 to raise money for the construction of 

th~ new synagogue, although it is not known whether this was 

an activity of the Aid Society or not. 61 Just as activities 

in the Temple came to a standstill in 1882, so apparently did 

those of the Ladies Aid Society, because the Ladies Aid Society 

of Congregation Beth Israel was organized in 188). By 1885 it 

had twenty-five members, and the wives of the prominent men of 

the community again took many of the leadership positions. The 

officers for that year were Mrs. B. J. Kopperl, President, Mrs. 

B. Melasky, Vice-President, Mrs. Sigmund Philipson, Secretary, 

and Mrs. Morris Gans, Treasurer. These ladiea held their offices 

through 1890 or 1892. 62 Early in 1885 the Ladies Aid Society 

gave the money for the purchase of the Ark for the new Syna­

gogue. 63 It is likely that the organization passed out of exis­

tence shortly after 1890, or at least reorganized under a diff­

erent name, since the Ladies Hebrew Aid Society organized on 

June 18, 1892. 64 This group was extremely active socially as 

well as being a fund raising organization, and it helped the 
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Congregation with its financial problems. One of its members 

gave the Temple its fir st cooking s tove in 1907. 65 By the 

second year of its existence, the Aid Society had thirty-six 

members. Mrs. A. I. Haber, who was the first President, also 

served in 1893, along with Mrs. Morris Gans, Vice-Presidenta 

and Rabbi Levy's wife and Mrs. Hirschfeld, Secretary and Treasurer, 

respectively. By 1895 the membership had increased to forty, 

with Mrs. A. Williams succeeding Mrs. Habera all the other officers 
66 remained the same. • This organization remained active for some 

years, being succeeded by the Council of Jewish Women, which had 

no . congregational affiliation. 

The leadership of the women's organizations continued to 

parallel through marriage the leadership of the Jewish community 

and the Congregation. Although not true of all the presidents 

of the various ladies• groups, many have been wives of past or 

future presidents of Temple Beth Israel, and almost all were 

closely related to offi cers or trustees of the Temple. 67 This 

leadership pattern is a common experience among Jewish communi­

ties, where it seems that not just individual men but certain 

families are important and are recognized as leaders. This re­

cognition appears both in B'nai B'rith, the Temple, and the 

various women's groups. Eli Evans relates how his father was 

a leader in business, the Temple, and his to,m, serving as 

President of his congregation for ten years and Mayor of Dur­

ham, North Carolina, for twelve. His mother was also impor-

tant in the Jewish community. She worked with great devotion 

for Jewish causes, especially Israe1. 68 
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The Jewish religi on places grea t emphasis on the impor-

tance of the young and especially of Jewish and secular edu­

cation. Thus it is common for some sort of group to be organized 

for young people in a community and for it to be directed at 

least partially toward Jewish education. The first attempt at 

such an organization in Austin came on September 27, 1880, when 

Herman Hellman held a party at his house and organized a Young 

Men's Hebrew Association. •69 This attempt at organizing a YMHA 

did not succeed, for no other note of it can be found, and a 

YMHA was organized in 1894, apparently a different group o~ at 

least a reorganization of the initial Association. By 1895 

this group had forty members and must have included many of the 

young Jewish men of the community. George Ash, who was born in 
0 • 

1856, 7 was President in 1895, and the group elected s. w. Moses, 

Vice-President, Sam Hirschfeld, Secretary, and Henry Moses, 

Treasurer. 71' Even in this organization the leaders were related 

to the Congregational leaders, in fact, Sam Hirschfeld later 

became a member of the Board of Trustees for the Temple. 72 

However, this YMHA was also short-lived, since no mention of 

it can be found after 1896. It is quite likely that it lost 

in its competition with the B'nai B'rith Lodge, because many 

of its members, like George Ash and Sam Hirschfeld, were of an 

age to belong to both groups. B'nai B'rith, being better or­

ganized, was certainly the stronger group. 

'l'wo other youth-oriented groups were organized in the 1890s 

in Austin. In February, 1893, twenty-five young ladies organized 

the Young Friends of Israel. The first officers were Misses 
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Sadie Davi s, President; Annie Goldbaum, Vice-President, Birdie 

Goldstein, Secretary, and Mary Goldstein, Treasurer. 73 Thi s 

may have been a Zionist group, although formal Zionism did not 

begin until 1897 with Theodore Herzl. It is much more likely 

that this was a social or educational organization. 

That same month another group of young ladies organized 

the Young Hebrew Literary Society. Its initial membership was 

forty-two. The first officers were Misses Nannie Michelson, 

Presidents Nona Moses, Vice-Presidents Nellie Haber, Secretary, 

and Violet Michelson, Treasurer. 74 Nellie Haber's mother was 

the first President of the Ladies Hebrew Aid Society, and Nona 

Moses• father was Will i am Moses, who served as an officer or 

trustee of the Temple for most of its first twenty-three years 

and was President from 1886 to 1899. 75 This organization was 

devoted towards educating the young -Jewish ladies of the commu­

nity, probably in the direction of either Hebrew or more generally 

Jewish-or i ented literature. The parents of many of the officers 

of these two groups were quite active in the Jewish community, 

many having served as officers or trustees of the Temple or of 

the ladies group. 

Both these two ladies groups and the YMHA were apparently 

short-lived, because no further reference to any of these groups 

can be found. It is quite likely that the two ladies groups 

brought about each other•s downfall. There was certainly some 

overlapping of membership, and the community was too small and 

too unified at that time for it to be split along any definite 

lines, especially any as minor as those represented by these 
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two groups. Outside of this specul ation, there is no indication 

as to why ·these groups did not las t any longer than they did. 

Perhaps there was not sufficient interest in them due to other 

organizations that were school-oriented, or perhaps there was 

a lack of interest on the part of parents, so that there was 

no guidance or sponsorship for the organizations. At any rate, 

these attempts were premature, and a successful Jewish youth 

organization was not to be founded until 1952, when the B'nai 

B'rith Youth Organizations were begun. 76 

During the last quarter of the nine·teenth century, the Jews 

of Austin had very good relations with their Gentile neighbors. 

Many Jews were members of various civic and philanthropic or­

ganizations other than B'nai B'rith, and a good number of them 

served as officers. Many of these have been mentioned already, 

but there were others. 77 Jacobs. Davis was an officer in the 

Ancient Order of United Workmen, Lone Star Lodge No. 1 from 1879 

to 1882. He also served as an officer of Philip c. Tucker Chap­

ter No. 1, Rose Croix Scottish Rite from 1885 to 1888. P. Gold­

baum, President of B'nai B'rith from 1885 to 1886, also was an 

officer of the same AOUW lodge. Goldbaum sold dry goods and 

clothing at 20J East Pecan (Sixth) Street. Philip H. Stein, 

who worked for and was related to Isaac Stein, was Treasurer 

of the Odd Fellows Lodge No. 171 from 1887 to 1888. Isidore 

Malevinsky, who had a dry goods store at 11J East Sixth Street, 

served as Guard of AOUW Austin Legion No. 1 in 1889-90, the 

same year in which Isidor Michelson was also an officer. Michel­

son sold wholesale groceries, liquors, and produce with his 
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brother Morris at 22J East Sixth Street. Malevinsky also served 

as an officer both in Temple Beth Israel and the B'nai B'rith 

Lodge. A. I. Haber was born in 1851 78 and came to Austin in 

1877. On April 28, 1880, he married Rosa Moses 79 and subse­

quently worked as a clerk at w. Moses and Son clothing store 

at 621-623 Congress. He served as Prelate of the Knights of 

Pythias Lodge No. 34 in 1895-96. Abe Frank was born in 186580 

and came to Austin before 1891. He had a clothing store for 

two years and then was a clerk for I. Malevinsky. Frank be­

longed to the same Knights of Pythias Lodge as did Haber, and 

he served it as an officer from 1897 to 1899. The Knights of 

Pythias Lodge No. 25 elected him. Treasurer from 1898 to 1899. 

Samuel D. deCordova, Phineas deCordova•s son, was the Vice­

President of the Austin Rod and Gun Club in 1898-99. 

In 1880 the Endowment Rank, Knights of Pythias, Section 

No. 635 was organized. This is an unusual organization in two 

respects, one being that it met only once a year, on December 

21. Also, beginning in 1893, almost all its officers were 

Jewish, although it was not officially a Jewish organization. 

In that year the officers were Henry Moses, President, Joe Koen, 

Vice-President, Abe Frank, Secretary and Treasurer. These men 

served in these offices through 1896. For the next four years, 

Joe Koen was President, Abe Frank Vice-President, and E. T. 

Houston Secretary and Treasurer. Membership in this organiza­

tion increased from twenty-four in 1893 to thirty. two years 

later, 81 and probably grew as the century closed. This may 

have been an honorary group, since it met only once a year. 
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It could have used that meeting to elect and install new mem­

bers. Also, the group's purpose could have been to admini ster 

insurance policies or investments of other Knights of Pythias. 

However, this is only speculation, as nothing else is known 

about it. It is unlikely that it was an all-Jewish organiza­

tion, since E.T. Houston more than likely was not Jewish. 

Also, such an organization would have been some competition 

for B'nai B'rith, especially if this lodge was held in high 

esteem and therefore many Jewish men tried to gain entry. 

There are no records or memories of any anti-Semitism in 

Auetin in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The news­

paper article pointing out the absence of a synagogue in Aus-

tin did not blame the Jews for this lack. The story was a mix-
82 ture of boosterism and concern for the Jewish community. The 

Jews were accepted by many of their fellow citizens and were 

especially respected for their fiscal abilities, many civic 

groups elected Jews ae treasurers. Their acceptance into these 

organizations may well have been aided by their German origins, 

since many of the early residents of Austin were also of Ger­

man descent. Also, there were very few Jews in Austin, even 

in 1900, and in general any racially-oriented prejudice does 

not appear until there is a fairly substantial number of the 

minority group present in the society and it begins to appear 

as a threat to others. There was probably some Jew-baiting 

and a few restricted clubs, both of which are common to Southern 

Jewry. However, there were no outbreaks of violent anti-Semi­

tism. It is likely that then, as now, "Most Jews in the South 
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livE{d] in a relaxed atmosphere without fear for their safety 

or worry over their future." 83 If some clubs were anti-Semitic, 

the Jews accepted 1t and joined those groups open to them. They 

felt that to be accepted by Gentiles they had to accept Gen­

tiles• restrictions without seriou~ objection. 

Southern Jews have traditionally been joiners of civic 

groups and frequently officers of the groups. They join for 

many different reasons, including a striving for acceptance by 

the Gentile community. Jaws everywhere in the United States, 

particularly those of German origin, have wanted to show the 

rest of their community that they can be as good or even better 

Americans than can Christians, thus hoping to dispel any anti­

Semitism that might be based on their slow assimilation. Also, 

it was somewhat easier for Jews than other immigrants to fit 

into an urban society because they had largely come from cities 

in Europes there were very few Jewish farmers in Europe, and 

many countries even prohibited Jews from owning land. Some of 

this very attempt at gaining acceptance was to cause friction 

in the twentieth century, both in Austin and elsewhere in the 

South, between the German Jews and those from eastern Europe, 

because the background of Orthodox Jews was more different from 

the American culture than that of the German Jews. The Ortho­

dox were apparently less interested in adopting American customs 

and the American way of life, perhaps because they came from 

ghettoes where they lived a religiously segregated life and thus 

were more intent on preserving their religion. These problems 

will be discussed in the next section. 
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One other incident of interest occurred during this period, 

and this is the murder on December 12, 18?7, of Elia Olenick. 84 

Elia was apparently in Austin visiting the Capitol Store, the 

business establishment of his brother, M. L. Olenick. At the 

regular auction in December held by the business, George Harris 

agreed to buy a shirt and some material for a pair of pants, 

although he paid only for the shirt on the day of the auction. 

Harris agreed to return the next day to pay for the material 

and pick up his goods. However, the next day he wanted only 

the shirt, which Elia would not let him have uniess he paid for 

· the material also, according to the terms of the auction. Harris 

became so incensed by Elia's refusal to change his mind that he 

returned about 5,00 P. M. on December 12 and shot Elia in the 

head. Harris successfully escaped, and the Governor offered a 

$500 reward for his arrest. The Austin Jews offered private 

rewards exceeding $1000. 

Olenick died about 5a00 the next morning, and the Coro­

ner's Inquest ruled his death as due to murder by George Harris. 

The Daily Democratic Statesman reported that •there was but one 

expression of opinion, and that was the severest condemnation.•85 

Olenick was buried on December 13 by the Odd Fellows in Beth 

Israel Cemetery No. 1. 

On January 4, 1878, M. L. Olenick announced the closing 

of his store because of the murder of his brother. He was de­

termined to sell all his inventory within thirty days, no matter 

what the price. By the end of that month, Harrie had been 

arrested and put in jail, where he awaited trial. On February 1, 
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1878, the Jewish community paid a reward of $550 for Harris' 

arrest, although the recipient was not identified. 

Harris' trial began on February 27, 1878, before Justice 

Tegner and finished on March 6. Harris was convicted and sent 

back to jail without bail because of the seriousness of his 

crime. Harris' lawyers sought bail, but their appeal was denied 

by Justice 'I'urner, and on April 20, they argued their case be­

fore the Court of Criminal Appeals, the highest criminal court 

in Texas. Four days later the Court affirmed the decision of 

Justice Tegner. However, no mention of sentence can be found. 

Although the newspaper accounts of the murder and the trial 

are almost completely factual, the quote cited above indicates 

that there was a good amount of sympathy for the victim and his 

family. At least publicly, this may well indicate the soli­

darity of the Austin community in the face of such a tragedy 

and the lack of open hostilities between the Jewish and Gentile 

communities. 

From 1875 to 1900 the Jewish community became firmly estab­

lished in Austin. Temple Beth Israel was organized, and it 

moved into its Synagogue in 1884. By 1900 it had permanent 

rabbinic leadership and a regular religious school. Many Jews 

were active in civic as well as Jewish groups. A good rela­

tionship between the Christian and Jewish communities was founded 

partially on this civic activity. With a strong Jewish community, 

Austin was ready for the flow of eastern European Jewish immi­

grants after 1900 that would so change the nature of the Jewish 

community. 



THE COMMUNITY BECOMES COMPLETE (1900-1930) 

The turn of the century saw the real beginning of the in­

flux of Russian, Polish, and other eastern European Jews to the 

United States. Although there had always been some eastern Euro­

pean Jews in America, the major rush of immigration began late 

in the nineteenth century and got into full swing in the twentieth. 

This impact was felt in Austin largely in the early 1920s, al­

though some families came over earlier. 

WQlf Meyerowitz was one of the earliest Polish Jews to 

arrive in central Texas after 1900. In 1902 he left a small 

town about twenty miles outside Warsaw for Texas. 1 He sent 

for the rest of his family two years later, after he had settled 

and made some money. They entered the United States through 

Galveston in 1904 and settled in Kyle, south of Austin, a few 

years later. Meyerowitz had three sons, including Louis, who 

still lives in Austin. The whole family moved to Austin after 

World War I. Meyerowitz was a butcher and grocer in Kyle, and 

he also acted as Cantor from 1916 to 1922 for the services of 

the orthodox Jews. 2 The Meyerowitz family fled Poland to es­

cape anti-Semitism and for the better opportunities which exis­

ted in America. 

Morris Ginsburg was born on August 15, 1884,J in Russia. 

He left there in 1913 when his uncle, who worked for S&nger 

46 
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Brothers in Dallas, sent for him. Ten years later he sent for 

his wife and four children. They escaped from Russia and joined 

him in Austin on September 1, 192J. His family entered the 

United States at Ellis Island and went to New Orleans by boat. 

From there they took a train to Houston and on to Austin. Morris' 

uncle had just been married in Russia and came to Texas to es-

cape conscription into the army. He came to Texas because he 

heard that it was a good state in which to settles he had no 

relatives in Texas. The Ginsburgs left Russia mostly because 

of the anti-Semitism there and that there was no future in Russia. 4 

Sam Winetroub's parents arrived in Austin from Russia in 

May, 1921. They came to Austin because his mother had a brother 

and two sisters in Texas, one of whom lived in Austin. The 

family that was already in Texas provided financial ties for 

the newcomers, but it is not known why Texas was the destination 

of his mother's family. The Winetroubs left Russia, as did so· 

many Jews, because of the pogroms and anti-Semitism. They came 

to America for wsocial reasons,w since there was little or no 

anti-Semitism in the United States. 5 

Louie Novy was born as Leiser Nowordworski on March 12, 

1891, at Kenschin, Poland, which was then part of Russia. He 

left Russia in 1912 with his brother Sam and entered the United 

States through Galveston. 6 They came to Texas because there 

were more opportunities there, and there had been bad crops in 

Russia.? After he had gained some success, Louie sent for his 

younger brother Jim, who joined him around 1920. Jim also came 

to Galveston, and he initially went to Ennis, where he became 
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partners with Louis, who was in the salvage business. Louis 

previously had worked in a candy factory in Dallas. After Sam 

died, Louis moved to Temple, where he became interested in the 

theatre business when the oil boom hit Granger. In 191? he 

managed the Hancock Opera House in Austin with Charles E . .Marsh 

as a partner. Later he gained full control and changed the name 

to the Capitol Theatre. Louis married Minnie Lown of Austin. 8 

He died on August 5, 1958, 9 and was survived by a daughter, 

Lena, and a son, Harold c., who iived in Dallae. 10 

Jim was very active during his life, being a member of 

ma~y civic groups, including the University Ma.sonic Lodge No. 

1190, Austin Scottish Rite, Ben Hur Shrine, Odd Fellows, and 

the Rotary Club. President Johnson appointed him as a repre-
. 11 sentative to Israel many times. 

Leopold Cohn was born in Russia in 188212 and came to the 

United States after he became Bar Mitzvah, about 1895. He had 

an older brother, Israel, who was already in Texas. Leopold 

settled in Galveston before 1900 but left after the 1900 Flood, 

vowing never to return. He kept his vow. 13 Leopold and Israel 

were very instrumental in organizaing the Orthodox Jews in Aus­

tin, and Israel was elected the first President of the Ortho­

dox congregation. 14 Leopold is fondly remembered as one of the 

pillars of the Austin Jewish community. He was very active in 

the Jewish Federation, which took care of financial needs of 
15 Jewish settlers and professional fundraisera. • 

Of course, many other eastern European Jews came to Aus­

tin after 1900, but these families were among those who were 
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to play a leading role in the community. The Austin Jewish 

community was general ly unified at this time, especially in 

the face of external t hreat, of 1which there was actually very 

little. The main split in the community began to appear along 

the lines of the East Sixth Street merchants. Most of these 

men were Orthodox Jews who were new to Austin, and they were 

slower to adopt the ways of their new country. Consequently, 

there was a tendency among some of the German-descended Reform 

Jews to look down on the immigrants, or at least not to soci~-,, 
_.,... .,. •.....,... 

lize to any great extent with them. In general, however, the 
I 

co~munity was still pretty much a whole, since the Orthodox 

Jews still celebrated the Sabbath at the Temple. High Holi­

days were celebrated separately, and after there were enough 

Orthodox Jews in Austin, daily Minyans were held in people's 

h 
. 16 omes. This tendency towards a split community was to be-

come more exaggerated in later years, a pattern which occurred 

in other Southern Jewish communities. 17 

Although there was an influx of Orthodox Jews to Austin 

early in the twentieth century, the Jewish community remained · 

quite small during this period. In 1907 there were about two 

hundred Jews in Austin, 18 about the same number as in 1877. 19 

By 1918 the Temple had sixty-five members and the total Jewish 

population was about three hundred. In 1928 there were only 

490 Jews in Austin, or 1.28% of the total population of 38,387. 20 

In the 1920s there were at most fifty Orthodox families, and 

the total population was only 150-60 families at the outbreak 

of World War II. The great spurt of growth, which was due to 



50 

the influx of large numbers of young people from elsewhere in 

the United States, did not occur until the 1950s. 21 This too 

is typical of South9rn Jewish communities in small towns, for 

there was little in the way of industrial activities to attract 

large numbers of Jews, and the gro~th of the University of Texas 

and other colleges into large schools did not take place until 

the 1950s and 1960s. 

These three decades saw the deveaopment of many new leaders 

among Austin Jews. Henry Hirschfeld's sons, especially Morris, 

Sam, and Jake, came into prominence during this time. Sam went 

into the clothing business when he bought the interest of Theo 

Philipson in t he store in which Philipson was a partner with 

George Ash. That store went out of business on January 5, 1905. 

Morris started work at the Austin National Bank in June, 1892, 

although he never finished high school. He moved up to Vice­

President in 1919. J's.lee was in the clothing business as Hirsch­

feld and Anderson. 22 All three men served as trustees for Temple 

Beth Israel. Sam served from 1908 to 1918, Morris from 1920 to 

1922, and Jake from 1926 to 1928. 23 

As mentioned above, Joe Koen was elected President of 

Temple Beth Israel in 1899 and served until his death in 1944. 

As President he ran the business meetings of the Temple and of 

its Board of Trustees. He also represented the Temple at meetings 

of other Jewish organizations local, statewide, and national in 

scope. Koen was very active in the community and had a lot to 

do with the Jewish Federation. After he died, his son William 

took over some of his role as a leader of the community. Koen 
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was well known outside of Austin for his prominent role in the 

local Jewish scene. The very fact that he served as President 

of the Temple for forty-four years says a great deal about his 

role as a leader of the community, in fact, he was considered 

the leader of the Reform community, perhaps paralelled in the 

Orthodox group only by Leopold Cohn and Jim Novy. 24 

The other prominent Orthodox Jew in Austin besides Leopold 

Cohn was Jim Novy. Novy became President of the Orthodox Con­

gregation for two years in 19J8 following the death of Israel 

Cohn. After Cohn died the Oongregation decided to limit the 

term of their president to two years Nto insure a continuous 

flow of leadership and prgress."25 It is possible this was 

partially a reaction against the long tenure of Joe Koen as 

President of Temple Beth Israel, but this is only speculation. 

Jim Novy met tyndon Johnson while Johnson and Senator Buchanan 

were friends, but it is not known how they met. 26 Novy made 

many trips to Israel as an official representative both of Texas 

and the United States. He represented Texaa in 1958 at the 

tenth celebration of Israeli Independence and was chosen by 

President Johnson to deliver a special message to the Twenty-
• 27 

sixth World Zionist Congress in Jerusalem in 1964. Jim Novy 
· 28 died on June 31, 1971, and was greatly mourned. Louie Novy 

was also active in the Austin Jewish community, and he helped 

many University students with loans, scholarships, and jobs at 

his theatres. 29 

Isaac Labovitz was quite active in the organization of the 

Orthodox Jews into a separate congregation. His home was used 
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for Friday evening Sabbath services from 1915 to 1922. 30 His 

home was a refuge for all those in need, "Their doors were 

always open to the stranger, the traveler, the hungry, and the 

weary1 to provide a home away from home."31 

Dr. Hyman Joseph Ettlinger ar.rived in Austin in 1913 to 

teach pure mathematics at the University of Texas, havlng just 

completed his Ph.D. at Harvard. He immediately affiliated him­

self with Temple Beth Israel and became quite active, teaching 

Sunday School for about ten years32 and serving as an officer 

and trustee many times. The Congregation elected him Trustee 

i~ 1918 and Secretary from 1927 to 1945. He was elected Presi­

dent for 1948-49. Dr. Ettlinger served as a lay rabbi, beginning 

after the High Holidays in 1924, when a replacement could not 

be obtained for the departing Rabbi Nathan Barasch. He .. faith­

fully and diligently discharged these duties" until the fall 

of 1925, when Rabbi Walter Peiser assumed the pulpit.JJ Dr. 

Ettlinger was quite outspoken in his battles against whatever 

anti-Semitism there was, although it was mostly limited to per­

sonal incidents.34 

The most observable reflection of the influx of eastern 

European Jews can be seen in the organization of the Orthodox 

Congre~ation Agudas Achim. Agudas Achim was organized as a 

result of the desires of the new immigrants to conduct services 

according to their own traditions rather than from a rebirth 

of Orthodoxy among the Jews who had been in Austin since the 

nineteenth century. 
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The Orthodox Jews first began to meet separately from 

Temple Beth Israel for High Holiday services around 1901. In 

that year they met in the Knights of Pythias Hall at Seventh 

and Congress for Rosh Hashonah services. The sermon was given 

by Rabbi Ben Nathanson of San Antonio. They also met there 

for memorial services a few days later, probably in conjunction 

with Yom Kippur. Again Rabbi Nathanson conducted the services.35 

In 1914 the Orthodox Jews of Austin and the surrounding 

small towns met in the home of I. Frank at First and Brazos 

Streets for High Holiday servicee.36 The next year the com-

·mu~ity rented a hall at Seventh and Congress, probably the 

Knights of Pythias Hall, for services. Only Rosh Hashonah ser­

vices were held there, due to a misunderstanding with the owners. 

Mr. and Mrs. Isaac Laibovitz invited the group to celebrate Yom 

Kippur in their house at Seventh and Neches. Their home was 

used for Friday night Sabbath services until1922. Prior to 

1915, the Orthodox Jews usually celebrated the Sabbath at the 

Temple, although they did hold daily Minyans at different people's 

homes. From 1916 to 1922 Orthodox High Holiday services were 

held in a rented hall in the 100 block of Congress. Members 

frequently held daily Minyans in the backs of their stores, 

which were usually on East Sixth Street. There was never any 

problem getting together a minyan, since those wanting to hold 

the service could simply walk up and down the street and get 

enough men from their own stores.37 These Minyans, as well as 

Sabbath services, were conducted by the members in the Orthodox 

tradition. Mr. Saffer, who was from Temple, Texas, about sixty 
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miles north of Austin, conducted High Holiday services. Mr. 

Wolf Meyerowitz, who then lived in Kyle, performed the duties 

of a Cantor. In an attempt to encourage the Jews of the sur­

rounding small towns to come to Austin for worship, Orthodox 

Jews opened their homes for overnight visits. 

By 1922 there were enough Jews of the Orthodox tradition 

in Austin so that an Orthodox congregation was needed. Two 

years later, on February 16, 1924, Congregation Agudas Achim 

was chartered with the State of Texas as a non-profit organi­

zation, some forty-five years after Temple Beth Israel was char­

tered. The original officers were Israel Cohn, Presidents Jim 

Novy, Vice-Presidents Abe Schwartz, and Sam Dochen. Although 

these men are now dead, their families still live in Austin. 

The first structure housing the new Congregation was a one­

story house at the corner of Seventh and San Jacinto, just four 

blocks from the Temple. All the partitions were removed from 

the building to make a hall suitable for holding services. The 

Congregation held Board of Trustees meetings in this building 

which lasted •half-way through the night.• The Congregation 

could not obtain a rabbi during the early part of its exis-

tence, so it sought the services of a Shochet, or Kosher butcher. 

These men frequently were knowledgeable in the Orthodox tra­

ditions and laws and could conduct services. By 1929 Bernard 

Tannenbaum had moved to Austin38 and was retained as the first 

spiritual leader of Agudae Achim. Although not an ordained 

rabbi, he served as spiritual leader, cantor, and teacher. A 

Hebrew School, or Heder, was organized to instruct the children 
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in the language of the Bible and in their traditions, but the 

Congregation held no Sunday School. Because there were not 

enough children to make it feasible to have two separate reli­

gious schools, a joint Religious School met at Temple Beth Is­

rael. Yonn~ men in the Shul became Bar Mitzvah, a practice 

which had been discarded at the Temple.J9 

The members of the new congregation tried to attract more 

Orthodox Jews to Austin by offering homes and financial assis­

tance. Soon these efforts became more successful, and in 1930 

the Congregation sold the Synagogue property at Seventh and San 

Jacinto and bought new land for the construction of a larger 

building. Two locations were available, one at Eleventh and 

Red River, and the other at the southeast corner of Tenth and 

San Jacinto, just one block from Temple Beth Israel. With the 

help of the Women's Auxiliary, Agudas Achim chose the latter 

location. On April 10, 1930, the Congregation signed a contract 

for the purchase of the land on San Jacinto for $12,500. Two 

months la·ter, on June JO, a contract for $17,353.50 was signed 

for the construction of the new Synagogue. The building com­

mittee for this structure was composed of Jim Novy and Joe Sand­

garten, who lived in Elgin, northeast of Austin. Under their 

supervision, the new Synagogue was completed, and on September 

6, 1931, the Congregation dedicated the two-story building. Con­

gregation Agudas Achim again elected Israel Cohn President. 

During the first three decades of this century, then, 

great strides were made towards the development of a full Jewish 

community, one composed of Orthodox eaetern European Jews as 
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shul had been founded, and shortly after its inception it had 

built its first permanent synagogue, thus becoming a firm part 

of the Austin Jewish community. 

A great many changes and advances also took place at Templ e 

Beth Israel in the be~inning of the twentieth century. 40 Severa l 

rabbis served the Congregation during these three decades, among 

them being Emil Ellinger, who was Rabbi at Congregation Gemiluth 

Hassodim in Alexandr i a, Louisiana prior to serving in AustinJ 

Nathan A. Lubin, who s erved for one year beginning in September, 

1~06, and had recently graduated from the Conservative Jewish 

Theological Seminary, and Dr. A. P. Drucker, who succeeded Lubin. 

Drucker came in 1907 and promptly advised the Congregation to 

adopt the Union Prayerbook. The Union Prayerbook developed out 

of David Einhorn•s Tamid and became the standard ritual for Re­

form congregations throughout America. 41 Wise's Minhag A~ica, 

though aimed at small town Jews in the South and West, was re­

placed by the Union Prayerbook, The members voted unanimously 

to adopt the new ritual, but "outside pressuresN from those not 

at the meeting prevented its adoption until 1911. That same 

year the Temple became affiliated with the Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations. The yarmulke was still worn during this 

time, although there was much debate on whether its use should 

be required. The debate centered around the usefulness of the 

custom and whether it was wise to set the Congregation apart 

from Gentiles by requiring one's head to be covered during wor­

ship. The Congregation did not discard this custom until the 
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1920s. While Drucker was Rabbi, services were held evening 

and morning for the Sabbath and holidays. The Religious School 

had thirty-five pupils arranged in four classes. 42 

Rabbi G. Grad succeeded Dr. Drucker in 1908. His hobby 

was carpentry, and he eonverted the basement of the Synagogue 

into the Vestry room. He bought the materials himself and built 

an office in the basement, later converting other parts of the 

building into a meeting room. in 1911, while he was still Rabbi, 

the building was wired on both floors for electric lighting, 

replacing the old gas lights. Various families offered to pay 

for the new fixtures, and Mrs. Morris Gans, who then lived in 

St. Louis, contributed money to buy the Menorahs, or Candelabras. 

In 1911 Rabbi David Rosenbaum was installed in Austin by 

Rabbis Henry Cohen of Galveston and Henry Fox of Fort Worth. He 

served the Temple as Rabbi for twelve years, longer than any 

other rabbi until Louis Firestein, the present rabbi. While 

he was Rabbi, the Congregation made many improvements in the 

Synagogue. Prayerbook brackets were put on the back of the pews 

in 1914, and gas heaters were installed the same year. The next 

year cement walks and curbs were layed on the west side of the 

property fronting San Jacinto, and in 1916 new front doors were 

put in place. In 1918 the Congregation purchased the "most 

important of all" new addition, the new pipe organ, from the 

Muller Organ Company of Hagerstown, Maryland. These and other 

improvements were financially possible because of the generosity 

of the Council of Jewish Women. In 1923, when it was forty 

years old, the Temple was completely remodeled. 
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Rabbi Rosenbaum was quite popular in Austin and was instru­

mental in making many changes in the Temple. He urged the adop­

tion of the Union Prayerbook, although he continued to wear a 

hat during services "to keep harmony in the Congregation ... He 

also began the regular Sunday School pjcnic held in May at the 

end of th.e school year. By 1919 the Sunday School had grown 

to fifty pupils and there were five classes. 43 Rosenbaum was 

also instrumental in helping Dr. Ettlinger organize the Menorah 

Society on the University eampus. 44 The members of the Temple 

accepted his resignation in 1922 with "genuine regret" and 

dr~fted a resolution stating that the Rabbi had won the "love, 

respect and esteem as well as the undying gratitude of our en­

tire membership."45 

During Rosenbaum•s tenure, a number of individuals made 

gifts to the Temple. In 1919 Nelson Davis donated a marble slab 

in memory of his parents for the members to commemorate their 

deceased by placing their names on the slab. Mr. Hyman Daum 

left a bequest of $200 to the Temple in 1921, and Jacob Stern 

gave $100 to the Temple when he died in 1926. Mrs. Jonas Silber­

stein left $250 to the Temple in her will. Joe Koen presented 

a Torah scroll to the Temple in 1926. Because the Torah is the 

most important object in any Jewish Synagogue, the gift was 

entirely fitting for the man who was, at that time, the most 

important member of the Temple in many respects. 

Rabbi Nathan Barasch succeeded Rabbi Rosenbaum for two 

years, and he was succeeded by Dr. Ettlinger when no rabbinic 

replacement could be found. Rabbi Walter Peiser assumed the 
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pulpit in the fall of 1925 and instigated a new practice. He 

asked the entire Congregation to rise for the Kaddish, the 

prayer for the dead. According to traditional Judaism, only 

those who are actually mourning a death, either during the year 

following the death or on the annual observance of the death, 

rise for the Kaddish. However, Rabbi Peiser•s innovation was 

so successful that the members voted to continue the practice, 

and today everyone rises to say Kaddish. In 1927 Rabbi Peiser 

left Austiri to become the Rabbi at the Temple iri Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana, and his departure •caused much sorrow among the con-
46 gr~gants." Rabbi Peiser still lives in Baton Rouge, although 

he no longer has a pulpit. 

Rabbi Jacob I. Meyer came to Austin at the end of 1927 

and served Temple Beth Israel as its Rabbi until 1929, when 

the Hillel Foundation was organized on the campus of the Uni­

versity of Texas. Due to the small size of the Congregation 

and the small number of Jewish students on campus, both organi­

zations were put under one rabbi. These groups shared this bond 

for sixteen years until each could support its own rabbi or 

director. Rabbi Jacob Weinstein, who later became rabbi of K. 

A. M. Temple in Chicago, was the first dual rabbi. Rabbi Wein­

stein was a •brilliant man• who appealed to the students. He 

was an adherent of the humanist doctrine and was involved with 

the labor movement. Weinstein's involvement in secular matters 

was unusual among rabbis at that time. 47 Rabbi Weinstein re-

1118.ined in Austin only one year, although he was not forced to 

leave. He was succeeded by Rabbi Samuel Halevi Baron, who 



60 

served for five years both as Rabbi of the Temple and as Hillel 

Director. Baron later served as Rabbi in Lincoln, Nebraska. 

As in other Southern Jewish communities, 48 the Austin 

Jewish community was split between Orthodox and Reform Jews. 

The new immigrants from eastern Europe were different in many 

respects from the more settled and largely German-descended Re­

form Jews. The OrthQdox Jews spoke neither German nor, at first, 

English, arid kept apart from the Reform Jews. They held sepa­

rate religious services for many years prior to the organiza­

tion of Congregation Agudas Achim, and their businesses tended 

to_ be on East Sixth Street, away from the Reform Jews• stores 

on Congress Avenue. However, there was no friction between the 

groups49 and the separation was not very rigid. The community 

did remain unified for specific purposes, such as raising money 

50 for charities. The Austin Jewish Federation was led by both 

Reform and Orthodox Jews and appealed to both groups for dona­

tions. 

Although the original division of the community resulted 

from religious differences, some social activities subsequently 

split along the same lines. 51 Some Reform Jews considered the 

Orthodox socially inferior because they were newer to America 

and had not adopted the customs of their new land. Reform Jews 

put a high value on adopting the American way of life and be­

coming accepted socially by the Gentile community. Since they 

had been in Austin longer, the Reform Jews were more Americanized. 

They felt the influx of Orthodox Jews threatened their social 

acceptance because they would be identified with those strange 
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new people. The •problem" was common among Southern Reform 

Jews. 52 Naturally, the Orthodox Jews resented the Reform Jews• 

attitude towards them, for they, too, wanted to become more 

Americanized. There is no indication that any of the Orthodox 

Jews did not want to adopt the life-style of their new home. 

However, being from a more traditional branch of Judaism, they 

were less willing to part with their customs, many of which set 

them apart from the rest of the community, Gentile and Jewish. 

Many members of Temple Beth Israel considered themselves 

an elite and had little to do with Orthodox Jews in normal 

so~ial intercourse. 53 .The two groups came together socially 

primarily for activities dealing with their children. Because 

there was only one religious school, Confirmation, Purim balls, 

and Sunday School picnics and parties were affairs attended by 

the whole community. 54 Outside of these functions, there was 

not much organized social intermixing between Reform and Ortho­

dox Jews. 

Much of the day to day social life centered around the 

neighborhood. People spent evenings with the neighbors, and 

children played with other children who lived nearby. 55 These 

social activities were not restricted by religion or religious 

customs, there being no particular neighborhood settled by Re­

form or Orthodox Jews. School-age children made friends with 

Gentiles and Jews, whether Reform or Orthodox. In fact, most 

of their friends were Gentiles because there were so few Jews.56 

There was some interdating, but parents looked on it with dia­

favor. 57 However, there were so few Jewish children that dating 
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only Jews would have seriously curtailed one•s social life. 

This situation is common even today in small towns in the South.58 

Intermarriage was rare and certainly was not publicized. 59 A 

great deal of the social life of young people revolved around 

the University, both for those of college age as well as younger 

girls who could go out with college men. The University of Texas 

was the social gathering point for the Jews of the whole s t ate, 

and many marriages were made from relationships that began on 

campus. 60 

Much of the unorganized social life centered around visiting 

friend and relatives. The visiting circle for the Jewish commu-

i ' i .d 61 i i • i i i n ty was l1m te to other Jews. Th s vs t ng was somet mes 

on a casual basis, and other times it was more formal, either 

a call on a new member or a lengthy visit· with relatives from 

out of town. Daughters were sent around the state, both to visit 

their relatives and to meet prospective husbandaa relatives 

were confident that the rest of the family would take good care 

of their girls and would be sure to introduce them to the right 

type of boys. 62 Visiting also frequently occurred between fami­

lies with children of about the same age, because the parents 

would be involved in the same activities; both religious and 

educational, centered around their children. 63 In general, the 

Jewish community was a closeknit group, 64 although the social 

lines were somewhat separated along those of religious tradition. 

Most organized social activities centered around the con­

gregations. 65 The Purim Ball was an annual occasion with a pro­

gram presented by the Sunday School children, many of whom would 
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come dres sed in Biblical or contemporary costu~es. These balls 

were usua l ly held in a rented hall , and later they were heict a t 

the two synagogues. '.!.'he 'remple held congregational dinners onc e 

a year for some years. These dinners were basically social event3, 

occasions when the whole membership could come together and en-

joy themselves. The Sunday School picnic was held through the 

twenties, although it was later dro pped because the parents did 

not want to take the time to organize the outing. 66 In later 

years the picnic was revived, although i.t was much less a commu­

nity-wide event. Also, the B'nai B'rith held its own socia l 

events, as did the various Ladies'Guild.s, Associations, and 
67 Sisterhoods. Most of the parties that the ,Jewish fam.llies 

gave, whether for themselves or their children, were given mostly 

for their Jewish friends, and frequently for those of their own 

t . 68 congrega 10n. 

Information for statements about the social life of the 

Jewish community is sometimes contradictory, because the state­

ments are based on personal experience. Everybody grew up with 

different experiences, and subsequent events and trends, and 

the passage of time have altered what they remember. But it 

is aafe to say that Austin is representative of the general 

Southern trend towards a social split within Jewish communities ~ 

although it perhaps was more unified socially than citiP.s with 

much older Jewish communities. Many towns in the Deep South 

were settled by Jews in the eighteenth century. The Jewish com­

munities in these towns were more inbred than in Austin and per­

haps felt themselves to be better accepted by Gentile society. 
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Thus they resented the eastern European Jews more, for they saw 

the Orthodox as a greater threat to their well-established posi-

tion with their town. Unifying aspects of the Austin community 

included many dual memberships in both congregations, the B'nai 

B'rith Lodge, the Benevolent Association, and the single Sunday 

School, which brought both congregations together for its affiars. 69 

These factors resulted in a social life that was separated be-

tween congregations for many affairs and unified for others. 

Thus there was a pull in both directio·ns, towards unity as well 

as cleavage in the social life of the Austin Jewish community. 

Little was barred from the Austin Jewish community's social 

life because the Jews of Austin always had good relations with 

their Gentile neighbors. 70 There has never been any overt anti­

semitism, and most instances of any bad feelings have been Jew­

baiting. 71 As Jew-baiting was almost always purely on a per­

sonal basis and · ·usually between children, it was not seen as 

a threat or serious problem. More than one person recalls not 

knowing the meaning of such words as "sheeny" and other similar 

derogatory names. 72 Of course, many of the families, particu­

larly those from eastern Europe, fled their original homeland 

to escape persecution, so such instances would seem like nothing 

to them. Many people remember experiencing no problems with 

anti-Semitism in their life. 73 There was some social anti-Semi­

tism in Austin, however, most of this was to occur later, par­

ticularly after World War II. Social anti-Semitism was accepted, 

though not liked, by the Jewish community simply as something 

that had to be tolerated in order to be accepted by the Gentiles. 

It was not widespread. 



The lack of :1.."lti-Sernitism is attributed to the small size 

of the Jewish community , 74 which would seem to pose no threat 

to the much larger Gen t ile community. Another source of these 

good relations with the Christian society may have been that 

some of the Jews had been in Austin for some time and were inte ­

grated into the larger community. There were old businesses 

and prominent families that were well established and well 

thought of. The Jews were not a burden for Austin but were 

enterprising and at least modestly successful. 

Perhaps the largest contributing force to the lack of overt 

• anti-Semitism in Austi n is the tendency for the Jewish community 

to remain s i lent and not get involved in controversy with Gen­

tiles. Many Jewish children were taught by their parents not 

to speak out on controversial subjects, more than likely out of 

a desire to fit in better with the whole community. The under­

lying force behind this reasoning was the desire to avoid any 

anti-Semitic incidents, especially since relations with the non­

Jewish community were so good. 75 Such a fear of anti-Semitism 

does not imply tha t anti-Semitism existed. Rather, fear of 

anti-Semitism is always part of the Jewish experience, probably 

due to a long history of prejudice and violence againe Jews. 

This reluctance to speak out is a common experi.ence among Southern 

Jews. 76 It has been attributed by some members of the Austin 

community to a Jewish state of mind, a general fear of rocking 

the boat. 77 Although none of these reasons alone explains the 

good will between ,Jews and Gentiles, together they helped create 

and maintain these good relations. 
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The Austin Jewish community had few bus i ness dealings with 

Gentiles other than i n retail stores. During the first thr ee 

decades of this century there were no Jewish doctors and pro­

bably no Jewish lawyers in Austin. This lack is due to the 

difficulty Jews faced getting into the necessary professional 

schools. Anti-Semitism may have entered into the picture here, 78 

although economic reasons were perhaps more prevalent. Austin 

was a small town with a small market for professional men. Doc­

tors and lawyers were more attracted to large~ cities, where they 

could make a better living. 79 

However, even before the twenties there were a few Jews on 

the faculty at th·e University of Texas. As mentioned above, Dr. 

Ettlinger came in 1913. At about that time there were four 

other Jewish faculty members. Dr. Aaron Schaeffer was in the 

Romance Languages Department. He came from Ba ltimore, Maryl and 

and was on the faculty about thirty years. Hi s widow still 

lives in Austin. Dr. Darby Klein was in the Psychology Depart­

ment and married Dr. Schaeffer's sister. Klein was active in 

Congregation Agudas Aehim but later took a position at the Uni­

versity of Southern California. Dr. Sam Gideon was from an 

old Louisville, Kentucky family. He was a member of the De­

partment of Architecture and also was an artist. Dr. Harry Leon 

was from Harvard. He met his wife, Isabella F'ranklin, a Latin 

scholar from New York City, at a meeting of the American Class­

ical Academy. Leon later became chairman of the Classics De­

partment80 and was active in Temple Beth Israel, serving as a 

trustee from 1927 to 1929, in 1941-42, and from 1946 to 1949. 81 
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These men all belonged to one of the congregations, although 

none was as active in the Austin Jewish communi ty as was Dr. 

Ettlinger. He served as lay Rabbi in 1924-25 and held many 

offices in the Congregation, including that of President of 

Temple Beth Israel in 1948-49. 82 

In 1913 Dr. Ettlinger and Rabbi Rosenbaum organized the 

Menorah Society at the University, and Leah Koen, daughter of 

Joe Koen, was its Secretary. This group was quite active, with 

an estimated 80-90% of the thirty Jewish students on campus 

attending its bi-weekly meetings. 83 In 1917 Hebrew was t aught 

at- the University, probably by Rabbi Rosenbaum. By that year 

Jewish enrollment had increased to sixty-six, or 2.7~ of the 

total enrollment of 24J4. By 1920 this figure had decreased 

to forty-two, or 1.J~ of the total enrollment of )216. 84 Never­

the-less, these students had a good amount of contact with the 

Austin Jewish community. Many of the J·ewish families had stu­

dents to dinner, especially those who could not return home for 

the holidays. The students were welcome at any time in either 

synagogue and attended services at Temple or Shul occasionally, 

particularly if they were in Austin for the Hi gh Holidays. 

Seders almost always found some of the Jewish students as guests 

of Austin families, especially if the family had a child of its 

own at the University. 85 

The Hillel Foundation succeeded the Menorah Society in 

192986 and dedicated its first home in March, 1930. This buil­

ding was a big brick house located at 1712 Rio Grande, south 

and west of campus. In January, 1932, this building burned and 
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the Hillel ~oved into some rooms above the Texas Theatre in the 

2200 block of Guadalupe. on the west edge of the campus. 87 The 

Hillel was organized as a joint project of Temple Beth Israel 

and the B'nai B'rith. with the rabbi of the Temple to eerve 

also as Director of Hillel. Rabbi Jacob J. Weinstein was the 

first Hillel director. and although he served only one year, 

he was quite popular with the students. 88 

Most of the Austin Jews of college age went to the Univer­

sity of Texas, primarily for financial reasons. Only the very 

rich or the very brilliant could afford to go away to schoo1. 89 

It was a goal for most Jewish families to send their children 

to college1 90 indeed, Leopold Littman came to Austin because 

he had heard that there was a university in the town. 91 Many 

of the chiidren of Jewish families. including those who had 

recently arrived from Poland and Russia, went to the University 

at least for a while, and many graduated. Most of the men went 

into the School of Business and later joined their fathers in 

the family business. Women frequently studied to be teachers 

of went to business college, as did some of Leopold Littman•s 

daughters. 92 

There was a very active social life at the University. arid 

much of it centered around the Jewish fratern.itiea and soror­

ities, once they were organized. Most of the Jewish students 

from Austin pledged such an organization, as did most Jews at 

the University, primarily because it was the thing to do. 93 

By 192? three Jewish fraternities, Phi Sigma Delta, Sigma Alpha 

Mu. and Tau Delta Phi, and one sorority, Alpha Epsilon Phi, had 
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been organized. 94 Jews were not allowed to join Gentile frater­

nities or sororities, but this restriction was accepted as an 

extension of social anti-Semitism and something to be expected. 

There were many parties given by the different groups, and it 

was not until the 1930s that the Hillel Foundation became the 

center for the social life on campus. 95 

In general, both the students and the faculty at the Univer­

sity of Texas were much closer to the Austin Jewish community 

in this period of time than they were to become later, parti­

cularly after World War Ir. 96 This is a general trend, and it 

reflects the fact that Jews observed more of their religious 

traditions then and consequently would seek out the company of 

other Jews to celebrate the holidays. Also, the lack of a Hillel 

Foundation until the very end of this period meant that the 

students had no place to go to celebrate religious festivals 

that was affiliated with the University. Therefore. if they 

wished to meet to worship. either for the Sabbath or other holi­

days, they had to go to the Temple or the Shul or to congre­

gants• homes if they could not return to their own homes. 

In addition to Congregation Agudas Achim, the Menorah So­

ciety. and the Hillel Foundation, a number of minor Jewish groups 

were organJ.zed between 1900 and 19.30, most of which lasted only 

a short while. In 1906 the Harmony Club was organized. It was 

probably a social club for men. because all the officers were 

men, although nothing is known about it. In 1907 Sol Davis was 

elected President, Max Davis Treasurer, and M. Berman Secretary. 

That same year the Jewish community organized a Zionist group, 
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the Workers of Zion, which was affiliated with the Federation 

of American Zionist Societies. The Workers of Zion elected 

Lydia Littman Secretary in 1901. 97 In 1907 the Benevolent So­

ciety was organized. Its purpose was to help J ewish immigrants 

in Austin who needed money to travel to their new homes. Dues 

were fifty cents the first month and twenty-five cents each 

following month. Joe Koen and Moses Davis took care of all 

such cases. In 1914 this group became affiliated with the 

United Hebrew Charities, a national group to consolidate all 

such efforts. 98 

By 1908 a Jewish Students Literary Society had been or­

ganized, but nothing else is known about this group. It might 

have been a University organization. By 1910 the Talmud Torah 

Society had been formed, with Marion Levy as President. The 

next year Nathalie Dalkowitz of San Antonio is listed as Secre­

tary, an indicati.on that this group was based on campus. San 

Antonio had a larger Jewish community than Austin, and it is 

unlikely that anyone from San Antonio would be involved with 

an Austin organization unless she were a student at the Uni­

versity of Texas. In 1915 the women of the community organized 

the Ladies Guild. By 1919 it had forty-nine members, and that 

year Mrs. Henry Michelson served as President and Della Koen, 

daughter of Joe Koen, as Secretary. In 1919 Mrs, Emil Seelig 

was elected President, and Mrs. Sam Greenburg Secretary-Trea­

surer of the Ladies Cemetery Asaociation. 99 By 1930 the Women's 

Auxiliary of Congregation Agudas Achim had been organized, al­

though the founding date is unknown. 100 
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There is little evidence that any of these groups lasted 

more than a few years. There is no further record or memory of 

any of the groups besides the Benevolent Society, the Ladies 

Guild, the Menorah Soc iety, and the Women's Auxiliary. Out of 

the Benevolent Association developed the Austin Jewish Feder-
101 ation, which subsequently became the Jewish Community Council 

of Austin and devoted much of its efforts towards raising money 
1~ for Israel and other charities. The Council of Jewish Women 

superseded the Ladies Guild sometime before 1924. 103 The Menorah 

Society was active for a number of years and eventually gave 

way to the Hillel Foundation. 104 The Women's Auxiliary developed 

into the Sisterhood of Congregation Agudas Aehim. It is charac­

teristic of Jews to try to organize for any and every purpose 

imaginable, a tendency which accounts for the plethora of Jewish 

organizations across the United States. Austin has a long his­

tory of diverse Jewish groups, often more groups than the commu­

nity can support. The small size of the community is probably 

the reason these organizations lasted such a short time. Another 

contributing factor may well have been that their purposes some­

times overlapped with other groups. For example, the Ladies 

Cemetery Association had as its main goal the maintainance of 

the Jewish Cemetery, but that task was also taken care of by 

the Temple with assistance probably from the ladies group at 

Beth Israel. A town with only five hundred Jews, which means 

approximately one hundred twenty-five families, could not sup­

p:ort two congregations, two ladies groups affiliated with the 

congregations, a B'nai B'rith lodge, and five or six other groups. 
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There simply were not enough people to go around, and above all 

there were not enough people willing to take roles of leader­

ship and responsibility to runn all these groups. Consequently, 

the groups of lesser importance fell by the wayside of necessity. 

In general, the Jews of Austin observed more religious 

customs during this period than they would after World War II. 

Most of the Jews attended all Sabbath and holiday services, 

and many of the Orthodox went to Minyan frequently. Also, many 

Jews practiced most of the home rituals associated with Jewish 

holidays. The services in both congregations were very similar 

to those of the 1970s, although a higher percentage of people 

came to each service then than now. 105 Most people, including 

those who belonged to the Temple, walked to Sabbath eervicea. 106 

Of course, it was much easier to do this then because everyone 

lived fairly close to the present downtown area and both syna­

gogues were located in that area. Families were assigned pews 

in the Temple with their name on them. The Temple would threaten 

to take away peoples• pews if they had not paid their dues by 

the High Holidays, but it never did this. 107 The Temple had 

Saturday morning services regularly during this period,108 a 

practice which has since been discarded due to poor attendance. 

Everyone went regularly to the Temple every time anything went 

on there, whether it was a religious observance or not. 109 The 

Temple did not have Bar Mitzvahs during the early part of the 

twentieth century110 because Bar Mitzvah was not a ritual ad­

hered to by Reform Judaism then. Confirmation was celebrated 

every year in May or June. Most families, including the Reform 
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families, cleaned house for Pesach. This is just one example 

of the greater observance of ritual in the home that was pre­

valent then. Sabba.th candles were always lit, and most Ortho-

dox and some of the Reform families kept Kosher. 111 The Re-

form families tended to be less strict about keeping the die-

tary laws, and their efforts were usually limited to eating no 

pork and other prohibi ted fooda little attempt was made to procur 

Kosher meats by most of the Reform Jews. 112 

Congregation Agudas Achim had Saturday morning Sabbath ser­

vices as well as daily Minyans. They had no trouble getting the 

r~quired ten men for any service because the men could be gathered 

from their busir1esses on East Sixth Street. The Orthodox con­

gregation did celebrate Bar Mitzvah, 113 but they had no separate 

Confirmation because the only religious school met at the Temple. 

The Orthodox Jews were more religiously observant then than now, 

and of course they observed more traditions than the Reform Jews 

of that period. The major reason for their higher degree of 

observance then than now w~s the fact that most of the Orthodox 

families were fairly recent immigrants from Europe. Conse­

quently they were much closer to the Shtetle with their intensely 

Jewish society and culture. 114 Services in the 1920s were much 

the same as they are now, although there was more Hebrew and 

in all likelihood more of the congregants understood the Heb­

rew. 115 There was no ordained rabbi at the Shul until after 

1930, and Bernard Tannenbaum served as its religious leader 

during some of this period. Originally, people held Minyan in 

their homes and businesses, but with the purchase of a perma-

nent building, the services were transferred to the Synagogue. 116 
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By the end of the first three decades of the twentieth 

century, the Austin Jewish community had changed its nature 

to that of a complete community. Enough eastern European Jews 

had come to Austin to organize their own Orthodox congregation. 

Temple Beth Israel joined the Union of American Hebrew Congre­

gations and adopted many of its present customs and rituals, 

including using the Union Prayerbook, having everyone rise for 

the Kaddish prayer, · and not wearing yarmulkes. Jewish student 

life at the University of Texas had become organized, frater­

nities and sororities satisfied the social aspects of campus 

life, and first the Menorah Society and then the Hillel F'oun­

dation took care of the cultural and religious aspects. Although 

a rift appeared between the Reform and Orthodox Jews, the commu­

nity remained unified for many purposes and continued its good 

relations with the Gentile community. This situation was to 

remain largely unchanged for twenty years~ 



TWO DECADES OF SLOW GROWTH (19)0-1950) 

In the period roughly from the beginning of the Depression 

to the beginning of the Cold War, the life of the Austin Jewish 

community changed little. The number of Jews slowly increased, 

but there were no dramatic gains until the last few years of 

this period, particularly since immigration had been curtailed, 

both by law and by the Depression. The population of Austin 

grew from 5),118 in 19301 to 15),459 in· 1950. 2 

Social life remained much the same as it had been before 

1930. 3 Especially because of the Depression, visiting became 

a very important part of the social scene, since it was inex­

pensive. Relations between the two congregations remained 

about the same, with the split in their social activities also 

remaining unchanged for the most part. The social scene was 

still religiously mixed in some areas, especially for the chil­

dren, whose friends from school were largely Gentile. Social 

life in this respect still centered around the neighborhood. 

Religious observance remained much as it had been earlier 
4 in the century. There was a strong emphasis on observance, 

sparked by the closeness of many of the Orthodox Jews to the 

strongly Jewish culture of Europe in which they were raised. 

People still walked to services, both at Temple and Shul, and 

regular attendance was the rule. The community had not grown 

15 
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enough to support more than one Sunday School until after World 

War II, and the 'J"emple remained the major formal source of Jewish 

education in Aus t i n until then. The Temple still did not cele­

brate Bar Mitzvahs, but only Confirmation, while the Shul, not 

having its own reli~ious school for most of these twenty years, 

celebrated Bar Mitzvahs but not Confirmation. 

Rabbi Samuel Halevi Baron was the first Rabbi at the Temple 

in the 1930s, ar riving at that pulpit in the first year of the 

decade. 5 Baron was a scholarly man and was elected President 

of the Texas Kallah of Rabbis in 1933. 6 He was active as the 

Director of the Hillel Foundation. The Board ~f Directors of 

the Austin Communi ty -Chest elected him Chairman in 1933 while 

he was serving as Vice-President of the Central Council of So­

cial Agencies of Austin. 7 Rabbi Baron championed the cause of 

equal rights for minority groups. 

In 1935 Temple Beth Israel had a monthly pulpit exchange 

program whereby Rabbi Baron and another rabbi exchanged congre­

gations for one Sabbath service. It is not known how long this 

lasted or how many other rabbis were involved in the exchange. 

However, in April of that year Rabbi Rosinger of Beaumont, Texas 

conducted services in Austin while Rabbi Baron went to Beaumont 

for the Sabbath. 8 

Rabbi Abraham Vossen Goodman succeeded Baron in October, 

1935. Goodman served for six years and "profoundly impressed 

the young men and women of the University and the Congregation."9 

In the summer of 19J8, the Colonial Dame■ of Texas awarded Good­

man a $JOO prize for several chapters of his thesis "Jewish 
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Rights in Colonial America.• Goodman prepared this thesis for 

his Ph.D. degree- from the University of Chicago. 10 In 1940 

the women's organization formally became the Temple Sisterhood 

when it affiliated itself with the National Federation of Temple 

i
. 11 S sterhoods. 

In the fall of 1941 Rabbi Newton Friedman, from Wilkes 

• Barre, Pennsylvania, came to Austin, At this time the Temple 

had eighty-nine dues-paying members, Since most members were 

men with families, the total membership was J60 to 400 pe1ople. 

The Shul was still very small at this time, so it is easy to 

see that there had been little growth in the community since 

the end of the 1920s, when there were about five hundred Jews 

in Austin. 12 The outbreak of World War II caused a drop in the 

Jewish enrollment at the University and the entrance of a number 

of Austin's Jews into the armed forces. The whole community 

wae active in the war effort, Jews loaned a Torah to Camp Hood 

in Killeen, north of Austin, bought war bonds for the Temple 

as well as for private citizens, and furnished hospitality for 

Jewish soldiers from the many bases in central Texas. The Jewish 

Welfare Board was especially active in this work, with Milton 

Smith as its chairman. Mrs. Sam G·reenburg and Mr. and Mrs. Morse 

Fichtenbaum were also active in these efforts. 

In 1943 Joe Koen presented the Congregation with an Ark 

in memory of his wife Justine. Koen died on February J, 1944, 

and his death is r~corded in the Temple minutes as a "grievous 

loss." Mr. Louis I. Goldberg, who had served as a trustee from 

1932 to 1941, Second Vice-President until 1943, and then First 
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Vice-President, was elected to succeed Joe Koen as President. 

While Goldberg was President, the Temple adopted a new consti­

tution to meet changed conditions. By this time the Temple had 

grown to ninety-five regular members, twenty-three cemetery mem­

bers, and thirteen members in the armed forces. This made a 

total of one hundred thirty-one members, or between four and 

five hundred people. 

In the spring of 1945 Temple Beth Israel had grown so large 

that it could no longer share a Rabbi with the Hillel Founda­

tion, and everyone considered it best to separate the two or­

ganizations. In this year Rabbi Baron returned to the pulpit 

at the Temple. Elconan Sauleon, who had been head of the United 

Service Organization-National Jewish Welfare Board in Austin, 

was appointed temporary Hillel Director. He remained a very 

popular and outspoken director for about fifteen years. He 

was very active in the field of civil rights for Negroes. Saul­

son retire at the age of seventy and still lives in Austin with 

his wife. 1) In 1946 the Temple elected William Koen, son of 

Joe Koen, President. The next year Rabbi Bertram Klausner came 

to Austin, where he was Rabbi of Temple Beth Israel for five 

years. 

The slow growth of the Temple eventually made it necessary 

to add rooms onto the religious school portion of the structure. 

David Bassist and Milton Smith obtained bids on the necessary 

construction. With the help of Dr. Ettlinger, who was Religious 

School Chairman at the time, and "a large number of willing wor­

kers,• they raised $5000 and the additional rooms were constructed. 
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The Sunday School first used these rooms in the fall of 1947. 

In that year Congregation Agudas Achim decided to operate its 

own religious school. The decision was based on the increasing 

number of children in their Congregation. Thus the long years 

of a shared religious education for all Jewish children in Aus­

tin came to an end. Thia was the situation when Rabbi Klaus­

ner came to Austin. The community and the Temple were posed on 

the brink of a dramatic increase in size and membership. From 

1947 to 1951, Temple Beth Israel increased its membership by 

about twenty-five per cent, adding fifty-seven new families 

to •its rolls. 

During the lut years of the forties, Temple Beth Israel 

greatly expanded the curriculum of its Religious School to in­

clude the study of Hebrew through the prayers, the use of audio­

visual equipment, and a program of Jewish arts and crafts. The 

Temple purchased a sound movie projector and a turntable. The 

Bernice Marks Frank Memorial Fund contributed a portable record 

player and slide projector in 1948. That year Joel Simon and 

Mrs. Louis Hirschfield presented the Temple with the Bella and 

Mose Simon Memorial Library in memory of their parents. This 

library was originally designated as a childrens• library. In 

the school year 1950-51, the Temple established the Joe Koen 

Nursery School for three and four year old children. Equipment 

for this school was bought with funds bequeathed to Temple Beth 

Israel in the will of Joe Koen. 14 

From 1930 to 1950 Congregation Agudas Achim also continued 

to grow. The main task facing its members was to pay off the 



80 

mortgage they had on the Synagogue. 15 The Congregation formed 

committees to solicit funds, and they contacted parents of Uni­

versity students who used the Synagogue on the holidays and the 

Sabbath. They obtained the final pledges in the fall of 19J7 

and paid off the mortgage on January 21, 19J8. Rabbi Harold 

Katz arrived in the 19J0s and became the first ordained rabbi 

at the Shul. 

In 19JJ Agudaa Achim took one more step to provide complete 

religious services to ita members and purchased a tract of land 

in the Austin Memorial Park for its own cemetery, with the op­

tion to buy more land at a later date. Early in October, 19J8, 

this land was sadly put to use when Israel Cohn, who had served 

as President of the .Congregation since 1924, died. 16 Agudas 

Achim elected Jim Novy, the charter Vice-President, to succeed 

Cohn, and the members voted to limit their presidents to a two 

year term "to insure a continuous flow of leadership and pro­

gress."17 

Congregation Agudas Achim responded to the challenge of 

the World War much as did the Temple. They loaned Bergstrom 

Air Poree Base, just south of Austin, a Torah, and the Congre­

gation held a continuoua open house at the Synagogue to make 

the servicemen feel welcome. On September 1, 1946, Joel De­

Koven became Rabbi of the Shul. DeKoven graduated from the 

Hebrew Theological Seminary in Chicago in 1940. He was an "ar­

dent Zionist" and conducted aervicea in a Conservative manner 

with youth participation and readings in English. 18 
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The Congregation felt the preesures of growth throughout 

this period, especially with an increasing number of young people 

in the Congregation. In order to provide a service that would 

be more attractive to these young members, and perhaps liking 

DeKoven•s services, in 1948 the Shul voted to become a Conser­

vative congregation and affiliate itself with the United Syna­

gogues of America, the governing body for Conservative Synagogues. 

That year Rabbi Benson Skoff came to Austin as Agudas Achim's 

first Conservative rabbi. Skoff served for five yeara. 19 

The major area of growth for the Austin Jewish community 

came at the University. The Hillel wae established in its first 

quarters in March, 1930, at 1712 Rio Grande. In January, 1932, 

this structure burned and temporary quarters were set up above 

the Texas Theatre in the 2200 block of Guadalupe. 20 At this 

time three Jewish fraternities and one sorority were on campus. 

Zeta Beta Tau was organized by 1932 but lasted only a few years. 21 

By the end of the decade another fraternity, Alpha Epsilon Pi, 

and two sororities, Delta Phi Epsilon and Sigma Delta Tau, had 
22 been organized. Three hundred twnety-five Jews were enrolled 

at the University in 1933. 23 Many activities went on at the 

Hillel, everything from stun·t shows, plays, and meetings of 

Akuvah, the American Student Zionist Federation, to athletic 

teams for intramural competition and semi-annual fund-raising 

dances. In the spring of 1933 Dr. Leon conducted Hebrew classes 

twice weekly and Rabbi Baron conducted a Bible class Monday 

evenings. In 1929, when the Hillel at the University was or­

ganized, there were only seven other Hillels in the United States. 24 
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A great deal of social activity centered around the Hillel 

early in the 19)0s. However, later in the decade the Greeks, 

who have been described as somewhat snobby, began to boycott 

the Hillel and it became the gathering place for the out of 

state Jewish students, whom the Greeks looked down on. 25 The 

majority of Austin Jewish students joined a fraternity or so­

rority, but no one group particularly attracted Austinites. 26 

One ex-student has characterized the fraternities as to the 

general types of people they attracted as members. Tau Delta 

Phis were the best dancers and gave the best parties, although 

they were the poorest fraternity. The Phi Sigma Deltas were 

from the good, old families and were very starchy. The Sigma 

Alpha Mus were just good old boys. 27 This description compares 

favorably with the analysis of fraternity membership in the 

South done by Theodore Lowi in his study of Iron City entitled 

NSouthern Jews, the Two Communities.•28 He states that Zeta 

Beta Tau and Phi Epsilon Pi attract members from older, upper 

class families. Phi ·Sigma Delta, a much smaller fraternity 
f 

nationally than Zeta Beta '!'au, which explains why Lowi did not 

mention it, attracted similar members. Tau Delta Phi and Alpha 

Epsilon Pi were for the newer Jewish families and the Yankees, 

while Sigma Alpha Mu and Pi Lambda Phi were for the Nnice Southern 

boys and the better class Yank:ees.N That Tau Delta Phi was the 

poorest fraternity fits in with its members being from newer 

families and from the North, since it was cheaper for some out 

of state students to attend the University of Texas than their 

own home state universiti••• 
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University students still went to the Temple and Shul for 

the Sabbath and holidays, since the Hillel did not hbld ser­

vices. 29 In fact, Temple Beth Israel held all-student services 

annually, beginning in 1932. These services were usually held 

in April to coincide with Hillel Week on campua,3° although it 

is not known how long this practice continued. Orthodox and 

Conservative students still attended Agudas Achim for services. 

The practice of inviting students into homes for holiday· meals 

and the Seder continued during the 1930s and 1940s. Families 

often gave invitations to fraternity brothers and sorority sis­

ters of their children.31 Until the Hillel Foundation got its 

own director in 1945, a close tie existed between the Jewish 

students at the University and the Austin Jewish community. 

This tie was especially close with the Temple because it shared 

its rabbi with the Hillel.32 

After the Hillel separated from the Temple, the quarters 

over the Texas Theatre became inadequate for the increasing 

number of Jewish students on campus. Dr. Ettlinger and others 

raised about $225,000 around the state to build a new Hillel 

Foundation. They purchased land at 2105 San Antonio, west of 

campus, and in 1950 the new structure was completed. Members 

held services in the lobby of the building around pipes and 

lumber while the building was still being erected.33 

In general, very little happened in the Austin Jewish commu­

nity in the thirties and forties to affect people's lives. The 

community increased in size slowly, but the Depression and then 

World War II effectively put a damper on many activities of the 
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congregations. But the stage had been set for the spectacular 

growth that was to come to the Austin Jewish community in the 

quarter century following the World War. The Temple added rooms 

to its religious school, an action that foreshadowed its even­

tual decision to leave that structure and construct a new Syna­

gogue in 1957. 34 The Shul had started its own Sunday School 

and had become affiliated with the Conservative branch of Judaism, 

thus completing its evolution towards its present status. It, 

too, was to find it necessary to move to newer quarters, making 

~he move in 1963. 35 The Hillel had its own director and a new 

structure and was prepared for the large number of Jewish stu­

dents that were to come to the University of Texas. The sepa­

ration of the Hillel from the Temple waa a forerunner of the 

general separation of the University Jewish community from that 

of Austin, signified by the decreasing percentage of professors 

who are active and even affiliated with either congregation,36 

as well as a drift away from home hospitality for large numbers 

of Jewish students for the religious holidays. 37 

During the first century of the Austin Jewish community, 

first the German and then the eastern European Jews got settled 

in Austin and began their own congregations. Each congregation 

adopted many changes in an attempt to stay modern and retain 

its appeal for new members. The community recognized early the 

importance of a Jewish environment and education and estab­

lished a religious school at the Temple. This step was mirrored 

by the many student organizations at the University, culminatin~ 

first in the Menorah Society and then in the Hillel Foundation. 
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In general, the Austin Jewish community remained a typical 

Southern Jewish community. As one member of the community 

stated, the Austin community is and has always been "nonde­

script."38 
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