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Chapter 8 – The Golden Land 
 

 
 

Amidst the poverty and the persecution that 

defined Jewish life in the Russian Pale of 

Settlement, there was one potential way out of 

the misery – immigration to America, di 

goldeneh medina, the Golden Land. 177 F

217
  Between 

1881 and 1920, approximately three million 

Ashkenazi Jews immigrated to America’s shores 

from Eastern Europe, many of them fleeing 

pogroms and difficult economic conditions.178F

218
   

 

They came to escape persecution, in search of freedom, economic prosperity, and a better life in 

America.  Most of this huge Jewish influx settled in the New York metropolitan area, establishing what 

would ultimately become the largest Jewish population center in the world.179F

219
  These newly-arrived 

Jews clustered in districts close to downtowns, joined the working class, spoke Yiddish, and built 

strong support networks of cultural, spiritual, voluntary, and social organizations. At the beginning of 

the twentieth century, American Jewish writers of the time urged assimilation and integration into the 

wider American culture, and Jews quickly became part of American life. 
 

Our Polonsky ancestors closely fit this pattern.  Although Nathan’s sons, Joseph and Leon, attended 

University in Russia and became a pharmacist and a dentist, most of the Polonsky men belonged to the 

working class, and were tradesmen such as tailors, painters, watchmakers, and laborers.  With the 

exception of Levi Yitzhak (Louis Isadore Paull), who settled in Pennsylvania, they all settled in large 

Jewish enclaves in Brooklyn, the Bronx, or the Lower East Side of Manhattan.   
 

Nathan, Joseph, and Leon were involved with the Jewish Orphan Asylum of Brownsville, the Pride of 

Judea Children’s Home, and the Shpoler Zeida Descendants’ Foundation, organizations which 

supported their community.  Nathan’s children spoke Yiddish, but quickly learned English, and sent 

their children to public schools to receive secular educations. 180F

220
  They Americanized their names, and 

embraced American culture.      
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Anti-Semitism and Anti-Immigration Sentiment in Early Twentieth Century America 

 

To our ancestors, America represented the Promised Land.  It was the land of their dreams – a golden 

land of freedom and opportunity, where, unlike anything they had experienced in Czarist Russia, they 

had equal rights, could choose where they wanted to live and work, and could practice their religion 

without fear of persecution or repression.  America represented the ideals that our ancestors cherished, 

and they loved their adopted homeland as fiercely as any patriot or loyalist could.  
 

Immigrants and poor they may have been, but they were bold enough to want their children to become 

professionals, and to that end, they toiled.  Those who were skilled went into the trades.  Of those who 

arrived between 1899 and 1914, two-thirds had industrial skills, a much larger proportion than in the 

other immigrant groups.  They brought a tenacity developed over years of hardship in the Pale, and a 

quiet genius for self-help; it was their most important survival tool.
221

   
 

Yiddish journalist and Labor Zionist leader Louis Miller (1866–1927) commented on the expectations 

and images of America fostered in Eastern Europe that continued to affect the lives of Jewish 

immigrants long after their arrival.  He noted that to the Jewish imagination, America was: 
 

A new world in quest of an explorer, a perfect, absolute world, not a half-truth, a world of freedom 

without limitations.  They came to America full of both Weltschmerz (burdened by the pathos of the 

world) and their own Schmerz (pain). 181F

222
 

 

However, life in the United States was not always what our ancestors had imagined.  They faced many 

challenges and hardships, not the least of which was anti-Semitism, and its close cousin, nativism, both 

of which were particularly evident during the first half of the twentieth century.   
 

Prior to 1900, American Jews comprised less than one percent of the nation’s population; by 1930 they 

comprised about 3.5 percent.  This dramatic increase, combined with the upward mobility of many 

Jewish immigrants, contributed to a resurgence of latent anti-Semitism, and anti-immigrant sentiment. 
 

From the very beginning of the mass migration that spanned the years 1880 to 1924, an increasingly 

vociferous group of politicians and nativists demanded increased restriction on immigration. 182F

223
  As far 

back as the 1890s, the invidious comparison between “old” and “new” immigrants was applied with 

particular intensity to the Jews.   
 

In January 1891, at the recommendation of Charles Foster, Secretary of the Treasury, President 

Benjamin Harrison asked Congress to strengthen the pauper provisions of earlier immigration 

legislation.  Henceforth, immigration inspectors were authorized to deny entry even to able-bodied 

men if they lacked specific job skills and to detain immigrants whose transportation had been paid by 

individuals or organizations abroad.   
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Congress acted with dispatch, and President Harrison signed the bill in March 1891.  In its departure 

from traditional U.S. hospitality, the legislation reflected much of the new apprehension, a vague 

public awareness that the frontier was closing, and that the influx of cheap immigrant labor posed a 

threat to native workers.  It also signaled a new sensitivity to the qualitative difference between the 

New Immigration and the Old. 183F

224
   

 

By the early twentieth century, federal officials began interpreting harshly the public charge provision 

of the 1891 Immigration Act.  The arbitrariness became more pronounced in 1902, when William B. 

Williams, an undisguised nativist, became Federal Commissioner of Immigration for the Port of New 

York.   

 

Nativists, in official government capacities, used the excuse of pauperism to turn away Jewish 

immigrants, even those trying desperately to escape cruelty and oppression: 184F

225
 

 

As a result of the Kishineff race riots and massacres, the United States is to receive a large consignment 

of very undesirable Hebrew immigrants from that city.  This statement has just been received by 

Commissioner General Sargent of the Immigration Bureau, from Marcus Braun, confidential agent of 

the service in Europe.  Mr. Braun has recently visited Kishineff.  “While the majority of the victims of 

the race riots I do not consider undesirable,” he writes, “I notice that there are any number of paupers 

who want to profit by the occasion and get their passage paid by the local committee, which is 

distributing the funds collected all over the world. 

 

Hence, newcomers from Southern or Eastern Europe were to be admitted only if warranted by their 

appearance, their financial assets, or by firm assurance of employment.  In contrast, “...sturdy 

Scotsmen, Irishmen, or Germans should not be debarred simply because they do not have a certain sum 

of money in their possession.” 185F

226
 

 

Nativist groups like the Immigration Restriction League, criticized the new Jewish arrivals, along with 

immigrants from Asia and Southern and Eastern Europe, as culturally, intellectually, morally, and 

biologically inferior.  Along with Italians, Irish and other Eastern and Southern Europeans, Jews faced 

discrimination in the United States in employment, education, and social advancement.   

 

With annual immigration exceeding the one million mark in 1907, native-born Americans reacted with 

growing anxiety to the prospect of “bad blood” entering the American gene pool.  In 1908, that fear 

was articulated in the very title of Alfred Schultz’s popular book, “Race or Mongrel: A Theory That 

the Fall of Nations is Due to Intermarriage with Alien Stocks…A Prophecy That America Will Sink to 

Early Decay Unless Immigration is Rigorously Restricted.” 186F

227
   

                                                 
224

  Howard M. Sachar: A History of the Jews in America.  Vintage Books, a Division of Random House, Inc., New York, NY, 

1993, p. 282. 
 
225

  New York Daily Tribune: Pauper Jews Coming, Result of Kishineff.  July 24, 1903. 

 
226

  Howard M. Sachar: A History of the Jews in America, p. 285. 

 
227

  Ibid, p. 282. 

http://spellyourname.org/eng/pinchuk.php
http://spellyourname.org/eng/pinchuk.php


A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 73 

Nativist writers in particular were often blatantly anti-Semitic.  Writing in 1912, the Reverend A. E. 

Patton, a respected Protestant leader, summarized nativist revulsion toward the Jews:
 

187F

228
 

 

For a real American to visit Ellis Island, and there look upon the Jewish hordes, ignorant of all true 

patriotism, filthy, vermin-infested, stealthy and furtive in manner, too lazy to enter into real labor, too 

cowardly to face frontier life, too lazy to work as every American farmer has had to work, too filthy to 

adopt ideals of cleanliness from the start, too bigoted to surrender any racial traditions or to absorb 

any true Americanism, for a real American to see those items of a filthy, greedy, never patriotic stream 

flowing in to pollute all that has made America as good as she is – is to awaken in his thoughtful mind 

desires to check and lessen this source of pollution. 

 

It should be emphasized that not everyone agreed with the nativists’ anti-Semitic jingoism, nor did 

everyone share their antipathy for the new Jewish arrivals.  Under the caption, “Immigration a 

Blessing,” an article which appeared in the New York Tribune in 1905, presented the other side of the 

Jewish immigration issue: 188F

229
 

 

The immigration of Russian Jews is a blessing, not a menace, to America, said Oscar S. Straus, ex-

Minister to Turkey.  Colonization and immigration have been for conquest, for commerce and for 

causes of conscience.   The experience of America, and indeed the experience of all history, is that the 

immigration for causes of conscience is the best, because the people affected have been willing to 

sacrifice every material consideration for ideas or spiritual ideals.  This was true of the Pilgrim, and it 

is true of the Russian Jewish immigrant at the present time.  This also accounts for the fact that there 

are so many noble and refined men and women among Russian Jews. 

 

Among the 130,000 Jewish immigrants who landed last year there were 1,163 who had a profession, 

60,135 who had trades, and only 8,169 laborers; 342 were musicians and 322 were teachers.  Nearly 

all the important trades were well represented, among them being 22,334 tailors, 5,070 carpenters, 

3,824 shoemakers, 2,849 painters and glaziers, 2,036 butchers and 2,068 saddlers.  This was a far 

better showing than was made by most of the other races of immigrants now entering the United States. 

 

Later in the same article, Robert Watchorn, Commissioner of Immigration at the Port of New York at 

Ellis Island, offered his reassurances regarding the large influx of Jewish immigrants from Russia that 

were expected following the murderous pogroms taking place there: 189F

230
  

 

Of course, these massacres will be followed by a heavy wave of Jewish immigration, but Americans 

need not be alarmed, for all that.  Rigid examinations will not permit any but those who are fit to enter.  

Jewish immigrants, as a rule, make good citizens.  Their only fault, as Bismarck says, is “...that they 

take advantage of everything” the commissioner added with a laugh.  “The children in the schools even 

take such advantage of their studies that they get ahead of the rest.” 
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Although the Commissioner may have meant his remark that Jewish students, “...take such advantage 

of their studies that they get ahead of the rest” as a compliment, it was, ironically, one of the 

justifications that institutions of higher learning used, during the first half of the twentieth century, to 

restrict or bar entry to Jews.   

 

To limit the growing number of Jewish students, a number of private liberal arts universities and 

medical and dental schools instituted a quota system referred to as Numerus clausus (closed number). 

These included Harvard, Columbia, Cornell, and Boston University.   

 

In 1922, educational discrimination became a national issue when Harvard announced it was 

considering a quota system for Jewish students.  Although it was eventually dropped, the quota system 

continued to be furtively enforced in many colleges.  In an explicit attempt to put the brakes on the 

rising percentage of Jews in the student body, Yale – which already had admissions preferences as 

character, solidity, and physical characteristics – added a program of legacy preference admission 

spots for children of Yale alumni in 1925.  This was soon copied by other Ivy League and various 

other schools, which restricted admissions of Jews to ten percent through the 1950s. 

 

As late as 1945, Dartmouth openly admitted and defended a quota system against Jewish students.  

Such policies were, for the most part, discarded during the early 1960s, but the last vestiges of 

admission preferences were not eliminated at Yale University until 1970. 190F

231
 

 

Jews also encountered resistance when they tried to move into white-collar and professional positions. 

Banking, insurance, public utilities, medical schools, hospitals, large law firms, and faculty positions 

restricted the entrance of Jews. This era of “polite” Judeophobia through social discrimination 

underwent an ideological escalation in the 1930s.
 

191F

232
  

 

Anti-Semitism in America reached its peak during the interwar period (1919–1939).  One element in 

American anti-Semitism during the 1920s was the identification of Jews with Bolshevism.  The rise of 

the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s, the virulent anti-Semitic works of Henry Ford, and the radio speeches 

of Father Charles Coughlin in the late 1930s indicated the strength of attacks on the Jewish 

community.
 

192F

233
 

 

In spite of this widespread anti-Semitism and discrimination, or perhaps because of it, there was 

tremendous pressure placed on the newly-arriving Russian Jewish immigrants to assimilate into 

American society as quickly as possible.  There was a multitude of Jewish charitable organizations in 

New York, such as the United Hebrew Charities, and the National Hebrew Relief Fund Committee, to 

assist them in doing that:193F

234
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The turmoil in Russia, said Jacob H. Schiff, treasurer of the relief fund committee, and known 

throughout the Jewish world for his far reaching philanthropies, must have some serious consequences 

in the United States.  It will mean an immense immigration, and this country must keep its doors wide 

open to allow those who flee from that country to enter.  There is room for all of them, even though 

thousands more make their homes in this city.  It will depend upon us to a great extent to Americanize 

them.  
 

Few outside the Jewish world appreciate the vast difficulties involved in the Americanization of the 

Russian Hebrew.  Though more intellectual, more industrious, more persevering than the majority of 

European immigrants, yet he has a proneness to endanger his health by crowding into the most 

congested centres of population.  Having lived, as a usual thing, in a ghetto of the Old World, he would 

live in a ghetto here.   
 

Although there are 3,600,000 square miles in the United States, with an average population of twenty-

five persons to the square mile, he usually prefers to wedge himself into the teeming East Side, where a 

square mile on an average contains 400,000 persons.  Many times the Hebrew is so weakened by ghetto 

life when he reaches the United States that he is not permitted to land at all, or should he pass the 

requirements of the immigrant station he does not seek some outdoor, healthful region where he may 

build up a stronger body, but he crowds into some sunless, mephitic East Side tenement house. 194F

235
 

 

These observations were certainly true of the majority of our Polonsky ancestors, when they first 

arrived in America.  Thrust into this new and unfamiliar social environment, our second-generation 

ancestors must have felt an enormous pressure to assimilate into American culture, and to escape the 

stigma that was associated with being recent Russian Jewish immigrants.  Most of them were married 

with young children to support, so they bore the added financial burden of having to earn a living and 

provide for their families.   
 

With so much riding on their success, they simply could not afford to fail.  In light of these social and 

financial pressures, it is not difficult to understand why our Polonsky forbears felt the need to 

Americanize their very Russian or Jewish-sounding names.   
 

Hence, in 1906, the year after he arrived in America, Nathan Polonsky’s eldest son Americanized his 

name, Levi Yitzhak Polonsky, to the name I knew my grandfather as: Louis Isadore Paull.  Nathan’s 

brother Leyb’s sons, Borukh Gad, Peisach, and Abram Polonsky, Americanized their names to Ben 

Polan, Phil Pollen, and Albert Polonsky soon after they immigrated to America, between 1913 and 

1922 (Albert later joined his brothers in Americanizing his surname to Pollen sometime after 1940).     
 

Nathan’s grandsons, Arnold Polonsky and Martin Rabinowitz, Americanized their surnames to Paulen 

and Robbins during the late 1940s.  Marty’s sister Naomi’s husband, Walter Ringleheim, changed his 

name to Wally Reed during the early 1950s. 
 

Others in the Polonsky family who Americanized their names include Nathan’s sister, Bessie Polonsky 

Cohen’s grandson Melvin Cohen, who changed his name to Michael Melvin Collins during WWII, and 

Leon Polonsky’s grandson Robert Heimowitz, who changed his name to Robert Harris in 1973.  
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Ironically, along with anti-Semitism and discrimination, assimilation posed its own set of problems.  

During the first half of the twentieth century especially, the Jewish family was, at times, mired in 

conflict.  Such discord might exist between parents and their children, or even between a husband and 

his wife, where old world values and the desire to live by them often clashed with the culture and 

demands of the society they now lived in.
 

195F

236
   

 

Many wished to fit into this new American culture and enjoy the freedoms that it provided.  In addition 

to choosing one’s surname, this included freedom to choose one’s occupation, lifestyle, religious 

practices, and marriage partner.  These types of personal freedoms often resulted in conflict with those 

who wished to maintain a more traditional way of life.  Such conflicts, although not altogether 

unknown, were not common among the generally liberal and socially progressive members of the 

Polonsky family (see also Chapter 26 – Everything Must Change).  

 

The Progressive Era 

 

The last decades of the nineteenth century were filled with problems and abuses generated by the 

Industrial Era that cried out for resolution.  The exploitation of people and resources were such that if 

actions had not been taken to alleviate the more glaring injustices in American society, the nation 

might have been headed for open rebellion.  But the conflict described as “the war between capital and 

labor” was filled with bloody violence, a situation that continued well into the twentieth century. 197 F

237
 

 

Immigrant Jews played a large role in leveling the playing field 

on behalf of labor.  Born of Dutch-Sephardic parents in the 

ghetto of London, Samuel Gompers negotiated the formation of 

the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and became its first 

president in 1886.  He was determined to fight for labor’s rights 

within the free enterprise system.  The Jewish labor force played 

a decisive role in the unionizing effort, and the initial 

battleground was the women’s garment industry.
238

  

 

By 1900, America’s cities were crowded with millions of poor 

laborers, and working conditions were appalling.  The Triangle 

Shirtwaist Factory fire in Manhattan on March 25, 1911, caused 

the deaths of 146 garment workers, who either died from the fire, 

or jumped to their deaths.  Most of the victims were Jewish or 

Italian immigrant women aged sixteen to twenty-three.198F

239
   

Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, NYC, 1911 
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The Triangle Shirtwaist fire led to legislation requiring improved factory safety standards and helped 

spur the growth of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU), which fought for 

better working conditions for sweatshop workers.  Undoubtedly the unsafe working conditions of the 

sweatshops concerned immigrant Jews greatly, as so many of them were employed in the garment 

industry and the clothing trade, as were many members of the Polonsky family.  

 

In addition to bringing about better working conditions, the fire helped galvanize political reform.  

Corruption darkened American politics from the local level to the highest institutions in the land.  

Something had to be done, and the Progressive Movement was the nation’s response.  As the 

Progressive Movement increased in size and strength, it forced the government to deal with the 

growing problems brought about by the industrial revolution, that it had been either unwilling or 

unable to address before.199F

240
   

 

The Progressive Movement was a massive assault on the problems that plagued American life at the 

turn of the century.  Their targets included working conditions such as hours, safety, wages, and job 

security.  Progressives attacked abuses of the capitalist system in order to preserve it, rather than 

replace it with socialist alternatives.  They addressed moral issues such as prostitution and alcohol 

abuse, which they saw as contributing to domestic violence. 

 

In the political arena, Progressives wanted good government at all levels, and among their more 

notable achievements were women’s suffrage and the direct election of Senators.  But good 

government meant more than expanded democracy, or honesty in public officials.  Progressives 

wanted aggressive, proactive government that foresaw problems and acted to prevent calamities before 

they occurred.  Thus, they demanded safety legislation, closer regulation of public health issues, and 

better management of businesses and political entities such as cities, counties, and public utilities.  

They also sought to make government more efficient so that the taxpayer got what he was paying for.  

 

The Progressives initiated many reforms aimed at cleaning up capitalism and protecting workers’ 

rights.  Although the progressive reformers did not fix everything, little escaped their attention.  But 

because the Progressive Movement did not move fast enough for some, the Socialist Party in the 

United States gained traction. 201F

241
   

 

Jewish immigrants from Central and Eastern Europe, and especially those from the Russian Pale of 

Settlement, were largely distrustful of power and authority, which for years had tried to coerce and 

persecute them.
242

  With the influx of Jewish immigrants from these areas, many members of the 

Jewish community were attracted to progressive, labor, and socialist movements.  Numerous Jewish 

newspapers had a socialist orientation.  Left wing organizations such as the Arbeter Ring and the 

Jewish People’s Fraternal Order played an important part in Jewish community life until World War II.   
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Jewish Americans were not just involved in nearly every important social movement, but were also in 

the forefront of promoting such issues as workers’ rights, civil rights, women’s rights, freedom of 

religion, peace movements, and various other progressive causes. 202F

243
   

 

The Socialist Party, headed by Eugene Victor Debs (1855–1926), 

projected a distinct appeal to immigrant groups, especially to the Jews.  

Debs was an American union leader, and one of the founding members 

of the International Labor Union (ILU) and the Industrial Workers of 

the World (IWW).   

 

He was a candidate for president of the United States as a member of 

the Socialist Democratic Party in 1900, and later as a member of the 

Socialist Party of America in 1904, 1908, 1912, and 1920. 203F

244
  Through 

his presidential candidacies, as well as his work with labor movements, 

Debs would eventually become one of the most well-known Socialists 

in America.
 

204F

245
 

Eugene Victor Debs, 1912 
 

By 1906, Socialism had emerged as the leading political force in the Russian-Jewish world.205F

246
  

Foreign-born Jews were gratified by Deb’s willingness to let them register quasi-independently in their 

own foreign language federations.  He gave voice to the Jewish trade-union movement, and provided 

Jews and other immigrants with an alternative to the corruption of Tammany Hall.   

 

By 1910, the Socialist party had deepened its roots in the 

Lower East Side, even as socialism was about to reach the peak 

of its national influence in the Reformist era, between 1912 and 

1916.  In 1912, the Socialist party under Eugene Debs won 

almost a million votes.  In the 1918 New York State elections, 

Jewish votes were largely responsible for the victories of ten 

Socialist state assemblymen, seven Socialist aldermen, and a 

Socialist municipal judge. 206F

247
  

Labor Parade, New York City, May 1, 1909 
 

The arrival of our Polonsky ancestors in America between 1905 and 1914, and their first few years 

here, coincided with the peak years of Socialism’s national influence.  The nativism, anti-Semitism, 

and abuses of capitalism that our Polonsky forbears encountered during the early part of the twentieth 

century in America almost certainly contributed to their leftist political leanings.  Many members of 

the family were decidedly progressive, and several were self-proclaimed Socialists.   
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In 1917, President Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Imperial Germany and its allies. In 

response to vituperative opposition, Congress passed the Espionage Act, which made it unlawful to 

incite active opposition to U.S. involvement in the conflict.  Federal agents arrested scores of Socialists 

and other dissidents who dared to speak out.  Rising from his sick bed, Debs delivered a series of anti-

war speeches.  He was arrested, charged with impeding the war effort, convicted and sentenced to ten 

years in federal prison.  

 

In the eyes of many, it was one of his finest moments.  A candidate for president for the fifth and final 

time in 1920, federal prisoner number 9653 received once again nearly a million votes.  On Christmas 

Day 1921, President Warren G. Harding, a Republican, freed Debs and twenty-three other prisoners of 

conscience.  

 

Debs’ socialist movement was now dead, the victim of government repression and internal factional 

fighting between opponents and supporters of the new Bolshevik regime in Russia.  But the socialist 

ideal lived on, inspiring a new generation of social reformers in the 1930s who, under the banner of the 

New Deal, enacted most of the programs and policies called for in the Socialist Party platform of 1912. 

It was a genuine achievement – one for which Debs and his followers could legitimately claim a share 

of the credit. 207F
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There is probably no better indicator of the high regard and esteem in which Eugene Debs was held 

among the members of the Polonsky family, than Vera Polonsky and her husband, Max Erskine, 

parting with the Jewish custom of naming children after deceased family members, biblical figures, or 

famous rabbis, by naming their first son after him in 1920, even before Debs had passed away.  

 

Eugene Debs passed away in 1926, and no candidate of his stature would be found to replace him.  

Debs remained a hero to many immigrant Jews.  The socialist movement that he helped to organize 

and lead exerted a considerable influence on the political and social thinking of the Polonsky family, as 

well as many other Jews and immigrant groups of the early twentieth century. 

 

And so ends the chapter on the America that our Polonsky ancestors found upon their arrival between 

the years of 1905 and 1914, and how they adapted to this new world.  It highlighted some of the 

challenges our ancestors faced as new immigrants to this country, the social and political climate of 

that era, and the pressures on them to assimilate into American society. 

 

The next chapter focuses on the period between 1915 and 1945 – three decades that shaped twentieth 

century America.  This era was defined by three epic and historic events: World War I, the Great 

Depression, and World War II.  Each of these events had a major impact on the history of our country 

... and, as we shall see, on the Polonsky and Paull family as well.   
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  AFL-CIO: Eugene Victor Debs (1855 - 1926).  http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-
History/Eugene-Victor-Debs-1855-1926.  

http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/Eugene-Victor-Debs-1855-1926
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