£ Biiv LR DRIEE 139

20
A Bintel Brief
Abraham Cahan

Years before Ann Landers and Dear Abby, there was “A Bintel Brief” In 1906 the
Jewish Daily Forward, # Yiddish-language newspaper addressing the more than
balf-million Jewish immigrants in New York City, began running an advice column
under a title that translates as “a bundle of letters.” The column spoke 1o Fews from
Russia, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and the Middle East, with different traditions
and dialects as well as skills and opportunities, struggling with each other as well as
their new circumstances in some of the most crowded urban neighborboods in the world,

The paper’s editor was Abrabam Caban, who also wrote several novels about ini-
migrant life. Caban contributed some of the letters as well as the responses. “A Bintel
Brief” gave advice on all kinds of personal problems. These excerpts from the early
years of the column offer fascinating glimpses into Jewish irmmrigrant life at the turn
of the century and speak of issues central to the experiences of most ERIMIGIAnIS.

BEFORE YOU READ
1. What are the major tensions of immigrant life as revealed in the letters?
2. What values did Cahan represent in his answers?
3. How does Cahan's advice compare to that given today in similar newspaper
columns and on daytime talk shows?

Worthy Editor,

We are a small family who recently came to the “Golden Land.” My husband,
my boy and I are together, and our daughter lives in another city.

I had opened a grocery store here, but soon lost all my money. In Europe
we were in business; we had people working for us and paid them well. In
short, there we made a good living but here we are badly off.

My husband became a peddler. The “pleasure” of knocking on doors and
ringing bells cannot be known by anyone but a peddier. If anybody does buy
anything “on time,” a lot of the money is lost, because there are some people
who never intend to pay. In addition, my husband has trouble because he has
a beard, and because of the beard he gets beaten up by the hoadhums,

Also we have problems with our boy, who throws money around. He works
every day il late at night in a grocery for three dollars 2 week. I watch over
him and give him the best because I'm sorry that he has to work so hard. But
he costs me plenty and he borrows money from everybody. He has many
friends and owes them all money. I get more and more worried as he takes here
and borrows there. All my talking doesn’t help. I am afraid to chase him away
from home because he might get worse among strangers. | want to point out
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that he is well versed in Russian and Hebrewdal?ld he is not a child any more,

-« behavior is not that of an intelligent adult. ’ ]

bmlltlil:):’(: kilow what to do. My husband argues that he doe_51,1 t Warf{t to cc}r;r

inue peddling. He doesn’t want to shave off his beard, and it s not 1tt:un%i r
:112;1 apman to do so. The boy wants to go to his sister, but that’s a twenty-tive

do? I beg you for a suggestion.
dollar fare. What can 1 do gy o Comsune eaden
F L.

Answer: ‘ .

Since her husband doesn’t earn 2 living anytk\:rayg it ‘ﬁuldi:)i :i(::;sageﬁtgr tlall‘i
i here the daughter g

three of them to move to the city w. : e sl

i s religious and the beard is dear to him

beard, we feel that if the man is religi d he beard s dear 10 B . But
<h law does not allow him to shave it off, its up t0 M 1o,

idf‘l?lgei‘:lrigt ?':iigious, and the beard interferes with his earnings, 1t should be

sacrificed.

Dear Editor,
i i i ile girl, and we began to go out
time I worked in a shop with a Gentile girl, ut
fc(o)gre:ﬁgl Endnflell in love. We agreed that Iwould relrinazn tf;]e\_v ar;(‘il 15(}11?1 z grh;fk
j ied for a year, I realized that1tw:
dan. But after we had been marrie : e ot wotke
i f my Jewish friends com
T began to notice that whenever one 0 B Sy
is di hen she sees me reading a Jewis
house, she is displeased. Worse yet, w. : : e
, lor. She says nothing, but I can s
Daper B e vate s v happy with me, though I know she loves me.
changed. I feel that she is very unhappy ¥ ! ; She o e
i d she is more dependent on .
She will soon become a mother, an 10r€ O e
ite li ly she is being drawn back to
She used to be quite liberal, but lately _ D omts
i : »ion. She gets up early Sunday mornings, runs to
Ei?nzel:r;gtll?iyis zwgollenlffrom crying. When we pass a church now and then,

trembles. -
SheDezu- Editor, advise me what to do now. I could never convert, and the
]

i hurch. What can we do now?
no hope for me to keep her from going to churc el
A Reader

Answer: . | .
Unfortunately, we often hear of such n'age.c‘l;fs, t:hlc? t;tiil:;lof;;t]l: 3;1;;1:5(:3 O:,e

le of different worlds. It’s possible that : :
Zze;eE::ﬁ neighborhood, the young man might have more influence on his

wife.

Dear Editor, - .
ici i I work I sit near a Russian Jew

] from Galicia and in the shop where '

j\[av:iitmh :v%:;m 1 was always on good terms. Why should one worker resent an

other?
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But once, in a short debate, he stated that all Galicians were no good. When
I asked him to repeat it, he answered that he wouldn’t retract a word, and that
he wished all Galician Jews dead.

I was naturally not silent in the face of such a nasty expression. He main-
tained that only Russian Jews are fine and intelligent. According to him, the
Galjtzianer are inhuman savages, and he had the right to speak of them so badly.

Dear Editor, does he really have a right to say this? Have the Galician Jews
not sent enough money for the unfortunate sufferers of the pogroms in Rus-
sia? When a Gentile speaks badly of Jevs, it's immediately printed in the news-
papers and discussed hotly everywhere. But that a Jew should express himself
so about his own brothers is nothing? Does he have a right? Are Galicians re-
ally so bad? And does he, the Russian, remain fine and intelligent in spite of
such expressions?

As a reader of your worthy newspaper, I hope you will print my letter and
give your opinion.

With thanks in advance,
B. M.

Answer:

The Galician Jews are just as good and bad as people from other lands. If the
Galicians must be ashamed of the foolish and evil ones among them, then the
Russians, too, must hide their heads in shame because among them there is
such an idiot as the acquaintance of our letter writer.

Worthy Editor,

I am eighteen years old and a machinist by trade. During the past year I suf-
fered a great deal, just because I am a Jew.

It is common knowledge that my trade is run mainly by the Gentiles and,
working among the Gentiles, I have seen things that cast a dark shadow on the
American labor scene. Just listen:

I worked in a shop in a small town in New Jersey, with twenty Gentiles.
There was one other Jew besides me, and both of us endured the greatest
hardships. That we were insulted goes without saying. At times we were even
beaten up. We work in an area where there are many factories, and once, when
we were leaving the shop, a group of workers fell on us like hoodlums and beat
us. To top it off, we and one of our attackers were arrested. The hoodlum was
let out on bail, but we, beaten and bleeding, had to stay in jail. At the trial, they
fined the hoodlum eight dollars and let him go free.

After that I went to work on a job in Brooklyn. As soon as they found out
that T was a Jew they began to torment me so that I had to leave the place. I
have already worked at many places, and I ejther have to leave, voluntarily, or
they fire me because I am a Jew.

Till now, I was alone and didn’t care. At this trade you can make good

wages, and I had enough. But now I've brought my parents over, and of course
I have to support them.



Livirws WAl Sadlaiien
142

Lately I've been working on one job for thrffe months and I ;vould b:i t:ti
isfied, but the worm of anti-Semitism is begimgrig to eat atmy I o}iezsag Om. !
, i i to Gehenna,! and I run away at nig
go to work tk'le ol b se they are common boors, so-called
fire. It’s impossible to talk to them ecaus Y pon boors, so-calec
i ” d in various ways, but the only way
“American sports.” I have already trie ly way 0
i is wi I am too weak and there are too many.
deal with them is with a strong fist. But ak o0 A
in this matter. I know it is not an easy p
Perhaps you can help me e
E. H.

Aunswer: .
In the answer, the Jewish machinist is advise;l 11;0 appeal t}(: the lir;}'z-c(la I‘:Ihzb;/;::v
i i him and bring up charges -
Trades and ask them to intercede fo.r . g up charges before che fFa.
ini ion about this persecution. His attention 15 also
(t:}}:;?tslltzrtejgigré}in(glle factolz'ies where Jews and Gentiles work together and get
ith each other. _
310;%:’1‘;-}171 :tv 1is noted that people will have to work long and hard before this
senseless racial hatred can be completely uprooted.

Worthy Editor, ‘ |
i d education. I studied Yid-
in America and my parents gave me a goo : ‘
fiwﬁsa?l?irﬁlli)reweﬁ;ished high school, completed a course in bookkeeping an
gt)st a good job. I have many friends, and several boys have already proposed to
mei{ecenrly 1 went to visit my parents’ home in Rgsés_ian ]E;olar}d .tl‘:g glfo;l;?; ;
ily i invi edding, but ins
family in Europe had invited my parents to :11 W g R e
themselves, they sent me. I stayed at my grandmo and uncle
i ly, like my parents, are quite
d a good time. Our European family, lik : '
:ﬁj ltllieyatig'eated me well. They indulged me in everything and [ stayed with
i ths. o
thelril;:; iﬁr(:lly in the town. There were many organizations agd_ clubsfatr;i df:Z
all accepted me warmly, looked up to me—afterall, I was a citizen o e free
land, America. Among the social leaders of the commumtythwa.s an in dea ﬂ:ga1 "
, - i an :
iend of my uncle’s, who took me to various gatnerings :
o atten ft hort while he declared his love for me in
He was very attentive, and after a short while ove for e in
iced that he was not indifferent to me, an
a long letter. I had noticed ’ e o e ek My far
.Tlooked up to him and respected him, as did a _ i
?l;‘zzlia:n: :x:are Ef it, and when they spoke to me about him, I could see they
ht it was 2 good match.
thoﬁi w:ls handsime, clever, educated, a good tall§6r and charmed m;, b;:)tti
didn’t give him a definite answer. As my love for h1¥n grew, hov::iever, w
to my gilrents about him, and then we became ofﬁc:l_allytzh enég;gtzs " ey re-
ths later we both went to my parents in the
ceiéeff‘;ii(ﬁice their own son. My bridegroom immediately began to learn

1. Gehenna: hell.
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English and tried to adjust to the new life. Yet when I introduced him to my
friends they looked at him with disappointment. “This ‘greenhorn” is your fi-
ancé?” they asked. T told them what a big role he played in his town, how
everyone respected him, but they looked at me as if I were crazy and scoffed
at my words.

At first I thought, Let thetn laugh, when they get better acquainted with
him they’ll talk differently. In time, though, I was affected by their talk and
began to think, like them, that he really was a “greenhorn” and acted like one.

In short, my love for him is cooling off gradually. P'm suffering terribly be-
cause my feelings for him are changing. In Europe, where everyone admired
him and all the girls envied me, he looked different. But, here, I see before me
another person.

I haven't the courage to tell him, and I can’t even talk about it to my par-
ents. He still loves me with all his heart, and T don’t know what to do. I choke

it all up inside myself, and I beg you to help me with advice in my desperate
situation.

Respectfully,
A Worried Reader

Answer:

The writer would make a grave mistake if she were to separate from her bride-
groom now. She must not lose her common sense and be influenced by the
foolish opinions of her friends who divided the world into “greenhorns” and
real Americans.

WE can assure the writer that her bridegroom will learn English quickly. He
will know American history and literature as well as her friends do, and be a

better American than they. She should be proud of his love and laugh at those
who call him “greenhorn.”

Dear Editor,

Since I do not want my conscience to bother me, I ask you to decide whether
a matried woman has the right to go to school two evenings a week. My hus-
band thinks I have no right to do this.

T admit that I cannot be satisfied to be just a wife and mother. T am still
young and I want to learn and enjoy life. My children and my house are not
neglected, but I go to evening high school twice a week. My husband is not
pleased and when I come home at night and ring the bell, he lets me stand out-
side a long time intentionally, and doesn’t hurry to open the door.

Now he has announced a new decision. Because T send out the laundry to
be done, it seems to him that T have too much time for myself, even enough
to go to school. So from now on he will count out every penny for anything I
have to buy for the house, so I will not be able to send out the laundry any

2. greenhorn: newly arrived immigrant.



more. And when I have to do the work myself there won’t be any time left for
such “foolishness” as going to school. I told him that 'm willing to do my own
washing but that T would still be able to find time for study.

When I am alone with my thoughts, I feel I may not be right. Perhaps I
should not go to school. I want to say that my husband is an intelligent man
and he wanted to marry a woman who was educated. The fact that he is intel-
ligent makes me more annoyed with him. He is in favor of the emancipation
of women, yet in real life he acts contrary to his beliefs.

Awaiting your opinion on this, I remain,

Your reader,
The Discontented Wife

Answer:

Since this man is intelligent and an adherent of the women’s emancipation
movement, he is scolded severely in the answer for wanting to keep his wife so
enslaved. Also the opinion is expressed that the wife absolutely has the right to
go to school two evenings a week.

Dear Editor,

I plead with you to open your illustrious newspaper and take in my “Bintel
Brief” in which I write about my great suffering.

A long gloomy year, three hundred and sixty-five days, have gone by since
I left my home and am alone on the lonely road of life. Oh, my poor dear par-
ents, how saddened they were at my leaving. The leave-taking, their seeing me
on my way, was like a silent funeral.

There was no shaking of the alms box, there was no grave digging and no
sawing of boards, but I, myself, put on the white shirt that was wet with my
mother’s tears, took my pillow, and climbed into the wagon. Accompanying me
was a quiet choked wail from my parents and friends.

‘The wheels of the wagon rolled farther and farther away. My mother and
father wept for their son, then turned with heavy hearts to the empty house.
They did not sit shive® even though they had lost a child.

I came to America and became a painter. My great love for Hebrew, for
Russian, all of my other knowledge was smeared with paint. During the year
that I have been here I have had some good periods, but I am not happy, be-
cause I have no interest in anything. My homesickness and loneliness darken
my life.

yAh, home, my beloved home. My heart is heavy for my parents whom
I left behind. T want to run back, but I am powerless. 1 am a coward, be-
cause I know that T have to serve under “Fonie” [the Czar] for three years.

3. shive: period of mourning.
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Iam lonely in my homesickness and T be
act.

g you to be my counsel as to how to
Respectfully,
V.A
Answer:

The answer states that almost all im
home at first. They are compared
ground. At first it seems that they 2
vive and take root in the new earth.

The advice to this young man is that he must not co
try to take root here. He should try to overcome all th

to make something of himself so that in time he will
enits here.

migrants yearn deeply for dear ones and
vr1tl.1 plants that are transplanted to new
re withering, but in time most of them re-

nsider going home, but
e€se emotions and strive
be able to bring his par-



