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Chapter 9 – An Epic Era 
 

 

 

Unbeknownst to Nathan Polonsky and his 

family when they arrived in Brooklyn in 1914, 

they were on the cusp of one of the most epic 

periods of history that America, and arguably 

the world, has ever known.  Over the next three 

decades, the country would experience two 

World Wars, and, between them, the prosperity 

of the Roaring Twenties, followed by the 

poverty of the Great Depression.   

 

About two-thirds of the way into this epic era, the British ambassador to China wrote in his 1949 

memoir:  “Before I left England for China in 1936 a friend told me that there exists a Chinese curse: 

May you live in interesting times.  If so, our generation has certainly witnessed that curse’s 

fulfillment.” 208F

249
  It is difficult to imagine more “interesting times” in America than the period of the 

twentieth century that encompassed World War I and World War II.  These three decades, from 1916 

through 1945, had an enormous influence on the history of our family, our country, and the world.  

 

Many members of the Polonsky family lived during this remarkable era, but the ones with the front 

row seat were Nathan’s grandchildren.  They represented the third generation of the Polonsky family to 

live in America, and the first all-American-born generation of the family.  Known as The Greatest 

Generation, they were born around the time of World War I, grew up during the Roaring Twenties, 

came of age during the Great Depression of the 1930s, and served their country in World War II, 

during the 1940s.  

 

We are very fortunate to have so many fascinating documents, letters, military records, and 

photographs from this generation of our family.  They shed light on the remarkable lives they led 

during this epic era of our nation’s history (see also Chapter 21 – The Greatest Generation).   The 

author is also indebted to three surviving members of the Polonsky family from this generation – 

Robert Erskine, Arnold Paulen, and Marty Robbins – who have so generously given of their time to 

share their recollections of their experiences during this era.  
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World War I 

 

By the time Nathan and his family arrived in Brooklyn in 1914, America’s 3.5 million Jews had 

become the largest Jewish population in the world.  New York’s 1.6 million Jews outnumbered by five 

to one those of Warsaw, the world’s second largest Jewish community.  

 

However, in the summer of 1914, the outbreak of war in Europe disrupted immigration to the United 

States, and Jewish immigration slowed to a trickle.  This did nothing to quell lingering anti-Semitism 

however, as the imputations of malingering and physical cowardice among the Jews acquired a unique 

virulence during World War I.  Jews were targeted by anti-Semites as “slackers” and “war-profiteers” 

responsible for many of the ills of the country.   
 

Part of this may be attributed to the reluctance of the Jews to come to the aid of Czarist Russia.  

Bitterness at Czarist oppression was the presiding motif among Jewish traditionalists and Socialists 

alike, and few disguised their hopes that Germany, the “seat of culture” in Europe, would emancipate 

their oppressed brethren in the Pale.  New York’s eight Yiddish newspapers were implacable in their 

hostility to the Czarist war effort.   
 

Jacob Schiff, a German-American Jew, scion of Germany’s mightiest Jewish banking family, and 

tireless patron and protector of American and Russian Jewry, declared in a public statement: “I cannot 

stultify myself by aiding those who…have tortured my people and will continue to do so, whatever 

fine professions they may make in their hour of need…  This is a matter between me and my 

conscience.” 209F

250
 

 

Suddenly, all was changed by the Russian Revolution of March 1917.  

The toppling of the Czar’s repressive regime and the ensuing 

emancipation of Russian Jewry changed the political landscape both 

here and abroad. One of the Russian Revolution’s most decisive 

consequences for American Jews was that it ensured their support for 

America’s entrance into the war less than one month later, on April 6, 

1917. 

 

Once America entered the war, Woodrow Wilson appointed Jewish 

financier Bernard Baruch as chairman of the War Industries Board.  

Bernard, son of Simon Baruch, the renowned Confederate Army 

surgeon, played a vital civilian role in addressing the nation’s wartime 

needs.  The wartime role of the Jewish immigrant community 

underwent a parallel transformation. 

World War I Jewish relief poster 210F
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As early as 1914, the American Jewish community mobilized its resources 

to assist the victims of the European war.  Cooperating to a degree not 

previously seen, the various factions of the American Jewish community – 

native-born and immigrant, Reform, Orthodox, secular, and socialist – 

coalesced to form what eventually became known as the American Jewish 

Joint Distribution Committee.   

 

All told, American Jews raised sixty-three million dollars in relief funds 

during the war years and became immersed in European Jewish affairs in 

a way never seen before.  However, the Socialist Party remained opposed 

to the war, as did several prominent Jewish Socialists, among them Morris 

Hillquit and Meyer London.   

 

The visibility of Jewish and other immigrant pacifists obscured the routine wartime commitment of the 

Jewish masses, and the impression of non-patriotism, or draft evasion among Jews was widely held.   

 

Americans at large were not interested in the details of East European Jewish sociology, or the 

tradition of Jewish resistance to service in the army of the hated Czar.  The Saturday Evening Post and 

McClure’s Magazine published cartoons, articles, and short stories brimming with anti-Jewish 

overtones.  The New York World’s cartoon displayed Hillquit exhorting a crowd of unsavory Jews: 

“We will make of America just what we have made of Russia.”  The impression was widespread of the 

Jewish Lower East Side as a breeding ground for Social pacifism. 211F

252
 

 

Jew-baiting extended to the armed services.  A manual issued to 

military medical advisory boards contained the observation: “Foreign 

born, and especially Jews, are more apt to malinger than the native 

born.”  When Louis Marshall, founder of the American Jewish 

Committee, drew the offending sentence to the President’s attention, 

Wilson immediately ordered it struck out.  Marshall was also obliged 

to protest to Secretary of War Newton Baker regarding discrimination 

frequently suffered by Jewish officers and their inability to secure 

promotion.  Secretary Baker promised to “look into it.” 212F

253
 

 

The shift of Jewish wartime attitude was reflected in the number of 

Jews who served in the armed forces.  In 1918, Jews made up 3.3 

percent of the American population, but they comprised 5.7 percent 

of the U.S. armed services.  Of 250,000 Jewish soldiers and sailors, 

51,000 were enlistees, 3,400 were killed in action, 14,000 were 

wounded, and 1,130 were awarded decorations – four of these, the 

Medal of Honor.   
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Forty percent of the celebrated Lost Battalion was comprised of Lower East Side Jews.  In 1918, 

Howard Sutherland published his tribute to the Lost Battalion in the New York Herald, under the title, 

To Hester Street: 213F

254
 

 

Once let the truth be uttered: Nobody loved the Jew; Said he was all for money; I did and so did you.  

Well, we were wrong.  Confess it!  It isn’t a race or creed…That makes a man a hero in a nation’s hour 

of need.  The Jews, as you see, now prove it…They fought in the days of yore…And now when the world 

is threatened, they are fighting.  Men can do no more. 

 

Few of the Polonsky men served in the armed 

forces during World War I, due primarily to 

their ages, and not to any philosophical 

opposition to the war.   

 

At age fifty-four, Nathan Polonsky was too old 

to serve, and the same was true of his brothers 

Pincus and Leyb.  Nathan’s sons, Isadore, 

Joseph, and Leon, born between 1883 and 

1888, were between twenty-nine and thirty-

four years of age in 1917.  Both Isadore and 

Joseph were raising young families.   
 

Isadore Paull’s World War I Draft Registration Card, April 12, 1918 
 

Although they were within the eighteen-to-forty-five year age range required to register for the draft, 

they were never called up by their local draft boards, probably because they were the sole means of 

support for their families.  It is not known whether Nathan’s nephews were called up.  The only 

member of the family known to have served in World War I was Fannie Polonsky’s husband, Charlie 

Chaber, born in 1895.  He was a private in the U.S. Army in World War I, and was stationed at the 

Panama Canal.  He and Fannie married shortly after he returned home from the war in 1918.
255

 

 

During the period between the two World Wars, the 1920s and 1930s, many members of the third 

generation of the Polonsky family experienced their childhood and adolescent years.  They grew up 

during the Great Depression of the 1930s, and served their country in World War II in the 1940s.   

 

Nine of Nathan’s grandsons served admirably in the armed forces during World War II.  One of them, 

Eugene Victor Erskine, gave his life in the service of his country.  These two epic events – the Great 

Depression and World War II – would have a profound effect on this generation, and on the entire 

Polonsky family (see Chapter 21 – The Greatest Generation, and Chapter 24 – Family 

Remembrances).  

                                                 
254

  Howard M. Sachar: A History of the Jews in America.  Vintage Books, a Division of Random House, Inc., New York, NY, 
1993, p. 245. 

 
255

  According to the announcement in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, November 24, 1918, Fannie Polonsky, age 19, and Charles 
Chaber, age 27, applied for their marriage license the same month that World War I ended, in November of 1918. 

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


A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 84 

The Roaring Twenties 
 

The 1920s embodied the beginning of modern America.  The year 1920 itself was an historic 

watershed.  For the first time in the United States, more people were living in cities than on farms.  At 

the beginning of the decade, the United States’ economy was converting from war time to peace time.  

When weapons for World War I were no longer needed, there was a temporary stall in the economy, 

but after a few years, the country prospered.  In this decade, America became the richest nation on 

Earth and a culture of consumerism was born.  

 

The Roaring Twenties was a time of striking contrast in 

American society and culture.  Historians often point out that 

America had withdrawn into an isolationism and provincialism 

as evidenced by the reappearance of the Ku Klux Klan, red 

scares, restrictive immigration laws, the Scopes-Monkey Trial, 

and Prohibition.
256

  The Warren G. Harding administration 

(1921-23) was plagued by scandal, and an epidemic of organized 

crime, fueled by Prohibition, afflicted the country.   

 

But the 1920s also ushered in a rich period of American writing, 

distinguished by the works of such authors as Sinclair Lewis, 

William Faulkner, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Carl Sandburg, and Ernest 

Hemingway.  A uniquely American music form, the roots of 

which lay in African expression, came to be known as jazz, 

producing such greats as Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, 

George Gershwin, and Cole Porter.   
Ziegfeld Girl, Ann Lee Patterson, c. 1925 

 

The lush, ornate style of Art Deco architecture, art, 

clothing, hairstyles, décor, and furnishings flourished in 

the 1920s.  New exuberant dances were devised to take 

advantage of the upbeat tempos of jazz, and the Ziegfeld 

Follies entertained on Broadway throughout the decade. 
 

Science, medicine, and health also advanced remarkably 

during the 1920s.  Albert Einstein was awarded the 

Nobel Prize in physics in 1921.  Diphtheria became 

better controlled in 1923 by newly introduced 

immunization, and advancements were made in 

nutrition, including the discovery of vitamins.           

 Art Deco Lobby of the Williamsburg Savings Bank 214F
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Technology played a vital part in delivering the 

economic and cultural good times that most of 

America enjoyed during the 1920s.  Charles 

Lindbergh’s pioneering flight across the Atlantic 

Ocean in the Spirit of St. Louis in 1927 did much 

to stimulate the young aviation industry.   

 

The automobile’s popularity, and construction of 

roads and highways, poured fresh public funds 

into the economy, and brought tremendous 

economic prosperity.  Canned foods, ready-made 

clothing, and household appliances liberated 

women from much household drudgery. 
Charles Lindbergh and the Spirit of St. Louis 
 

The radio found its way into virtually every home in America, and listening to the radio became a 

national pastime.    In 1926, the advent of Technicolor made movies more entertaining and memorable, 

giving rise to the movie industry, and the year 1927 introduced the first feature-length motion picture 

made with synchronized dialogue and music, The Jazz Singer, starring Al Jolson.  

 

Critics bemoaned the vulgarization of popular tastes wrought by the new technologies of radio and 

motion pictures, but the effects of the new mass media were not all negative.  The parochialism of 

insular ethnic communities eroded as the immigrants’ children turned away from Grandma’s Yiddish 

storytelling in favor of the downtown movie palace, or to tune in to their favorite radio program.  Much 

of the immigrants’ cultures from the “Old Country” were lost, but the standardization of tastes and of 

language hastened entry into the American mainstream, and set the stage for the emergence of a 

working-class political coalition that would overcome the divisive ethnic differences of the past.
258

  

 

For the Polonsky family, the 1920s coincided with the period during which they set down roots in 

America.  Despite the language barrier (Nathan spoke primarily Yiddish), he took an avid interest in 

providing community service to the Brooklyn Jewish community, as did his sons, Joseph and Leon.  

Joseph served as president of the Jewish Orphan Asylum of Brownsville, and was among the founders 

of the Pride of Judea Children’s Home, which opened its doors in Brooklyn in 1923. 216F

259
  Leon served as 

vice-president of the Pride of Judea Children’s Home,
260

 was on its Board of Directors,
261

 and provided 

pro bono dental care to the children’s home every week until its closing in the 1950s. 217F

262
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In the early 1920s, Nathan’s son, Joseph, purchased a farm in Bethlehem, New Hampshire, and during 

the mid-1920s, Isadore moved the Paull family from rural Pennsylvania to Pittsburgh, which would 

become the birthplace of many members of the Paull family. 

 

During the 1920s, the second Polonsky generation, either recently or newly married, began having 

children, and most members of the third generation of the family were born during this decade.  The 

third generation represents the first native-born generation of the Polonsky family.  They grew up 

during the Great Depression, fought in World War II, and would come to be known as The Greatest 

Generation.  

 

For most of the decade, Nathan and Bessie Polonsky enjoyed attending regular family gatherings held 

in their apartment building in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn.  These gathering were generally 

held at their daughter Vera’s and son-in-law Max Erskine’s home, in the same apartment building.  

Also attending these regular family gatherings were Ruth Polonsky (who was single at that time, and 

still living with Nathan and Bessie), Joseph Polonsky (who lived in New Hampshire during the 

summer, and maintained a residence in Brooklyn), Rae and Herman Adler (until they moved to Detroit 

in 1930), Pauline and Harry Rabinowitz, Fannie and Charlie Chaber, and Leon and Ida Polonsky. 

 

The Great Depression 

 

The 1920s was the time of the five dollar workday, good 

pay for those days.  People spent money for better roads, 

tourism, and holiday resorts.  Real estate booms sent 

land prices soaring.  Stock speculation went sky high in 

the bull market of 1928-1929.  No one suspected that the 

end would occur in October of 1929, with the infamous 

stock market crash, and that more than a decade of 

depression and despair would follow such an era of 

happiness and prosperity.
 263

 

 

The Wall Street Crash of October 29, 1929, also known 

as Black Tuesday, was the most devastating stock 

market crash in the history of America, taking into 

consideration the full extent of its fallout.  The crash 

signaled the beginning of the twelve-year Great 

Depression that affected all Western industrialized 

countries, and did not end in the U.S. until mobilization 

for World War II at the end of 1941.
264

 
Dorothea Lange's Iconic photograph Migrant Mother  

shot in 1936, came to symbolize the Great Depression 
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Nathan Polonsky passed away less than three weeks before the Great Crash, on October 9, 1929, 

leaving Bessie a widow at this very difficult time.  Bessie was immediately taken in by her eldest 

daughter, Vera Erskine, and her family.  Vera’s son Bob Erskine recalled:
265

  

 

When grandfather Polonsky died (our only name for him was “Zaida”), grandma Bessie (who we called 

“Baba”), moved in with the Erskines.  I always wondered why Baba, who appeared to be very religious, 

moved in with us, who were decidedly the least religious.  Anyhow, she didn`t speak ten words of 

English – I didn`t speak ten words of Yiddish – yet we got along just famously.  My most important daily 

chore for her was to visit the nearest news stand and buy “The Day,” a Jewish newspaper. 

 

With the exception of three of Nathan’s children, Isadore Paull, Joseph Polonsky, and Rae Adler, the 

rest of the Polonsky family, including Nathan’s siblings and their families, lived in New York during 

the 1930s, most of them in Brooklyn.  Marty Robbins remembers the Depression era nostalgically as a 

time that brought family together: 221F

266
 

 

My aunts and uncles were not only brothers and sisters but also best friends. They met every Saturday 

night to play cards together and shout at one another.  Maybe it was the Depression that brought them 

together since nobody had much money.  It wasn’t until I was long grown that I learned that all families 

were not as loud and raucous. 

 

Marty Robbins, Arnold Paulen, and Bob Erskine all fondly recalled these boisterous Polonsky family 

get-togethers.  According to Arnold, the family congregated at Vera and Max Erskine’s apartment on a 

frequent basis (as often as every Sunday) throughout the 1920s and 1930s. 222F

267
  For entertainment, the 

kids invented games, and the adults played cards.    

 

The Depression affected most everyone, regardless of religion or ethnic class.  However, this period 

was a particularly difficult one for the Jewish community.  In addition to an economic crisis, they 

faced employment discrimination, education quotas, and a rising tide of anti-Semitism.   

 

Signs barring Jews from hotels and restaurants began appearing in windows, just as they did in 1930s 

Germany. 223F

268
  In the late 1930s, help-wanted ads could still be found in newspapers stating “Gentile” or 

“Gentile preferred.” 
269

  As they have been throughout history, Jews were cast in the familiar role as 

scapegoats for a nation’s economic troubles, but this time the nation was America.  
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Henry Ford was openly anti-Semitic, espousing his opinions in his widely-circulated newspaper, The 

Dearborn Independent.224F

270
  Ford found sympathizers everywhere, including a little-known Austrian 

extremist named Adolf Hitler, who singled Ford out for praise in his manifesto, Mein Kampf.  In 1938, 

four months after Germany invaded Austria, Ford proudly accepted the Grand Service Cross of the 

Supreme Order of the German Eagle with Adolf Hitler’s personal congratulations. 225F

271
  According to 

family legend, Henry Ford told Rae Polonsky’s husband, Herman Adler, that he would have had a 

great future at the Ford Motor Company, “... if only he weren't Jewish.” 226F

272
 

 

American hero Charles Lindbergh also espoused 

hateful views about Jews while praising the Nazis.   
 

In the mid-1930s, Lindbergh became enamored with 

the Nazi regime, and he too, was presented with the 

Service Cross of the German Eagle in October 1938, 

by Hermann Göering, then head of the German Air 

Force, and future top SS commander.  Lindbergh felt 

that the Nazi takeover of Europe was inevitable, and 

urged the U.S. government to stay out of the war. 227F

273
 

 

Lindbergh accepting a medal from the Nazi regime 

 

A Catholic priest from Michigan, Father Coughlin began broadcasting a 

weekly radio show in 1930 that outwardly criticized Franklin Roosevelt’s 

New Deal.  Within a few short years, Coughlin had amassed a following of 

forty million listeners who agreed with his anti-New Deal opinions.  He 

blamed the Great Depression on Wall Street, crooked financiers, and the 

Jews, and campaigned for the nationalization of the entire American banking 

system. 228F

274
  He was often associated with Fascist groups in America, such as 

the German American Bund. 
 

When coupled with the economic hardship wrought by the Great Depression, 

it is no surprise that during these years Jews sought to bury their differences 

and stress their interdependence.  Leaving old world divisions behind, they 

began to coalesce into an avowedly American Jewish community that could 

attempt, at least on some issues, to unite in self-defense.229F
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In the face of these economic hardships, and the 

rising tide of anti-Semitism that swept the nation 

during the Great Depression, several iconic Jewish 

role models emerged during this era.   
 

Henry Benjamin “Hank” Greenberg was a Hall of 

Fame baseball player, and the first Jewish superstar 

in professional sports.  He attracted national 

attention in 1934 when he refused to play baseball 

on Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement. 
276

 
 

Max Baer was a Jewish boxer of the 1930s.  In 

1933, Baer defeated German heavyweight Max 

Schmeling at Yankee Stadium.  Baer’s trunks 

displayed an embroidered Star of David, which he 

wore in all subsequent bouts.  In 1934, he won the 

World Heavyweight Boxing Championship title. 
277

 
Jewish heavyweight boxing champ Max Baer was a source 

of great pride to the Jewish community during the 1930s 
 

These iconic Jewish athletes provided a renewed sense of hope, pride, and inspiration to the American 

Jewish community during these difficult and trying times.     

 

Although anti-Semitism in America was on the rise during the Depression, the sheer size of the New 

York Jewish community protected the New York-based Polonsky family from its effects.
278

  Living, as 

most of the Polonsky family did, in the large Jewish communities of Brooklyn, the Bronx, and the 

Lower East Side of Manhattan, they were relatively insulated from anti-Semitism, as the majority of 

the people with whom they interacted were also part of the Jewish community.   

 

Marty Robbins expressed it rather succinctly: “Anti-Semitism didn’t bother us, because everyone was 

Jewish!” 
279

  Marty’s assessment was validated by Arnold Polonsky, who said that anti-Semitism was 

never an issue for him, during either his educational, or professional career.
280

 Their experience is 

corroborated by historical accounts: “The presence of so many Jewish people [in New York City] 

allows the populace to live free from the self-consciousness that often inhibits Jews in other cities.” 
281

 

                                                                                                                                                                       
 
276

  Wikipedia: Hank Greenberg.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hank_Greenberg. 
 
277

  Wikipedia: Max Baer.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Baer_(boxer).  Baer’s father was Jewish, his mother Scotch-Irish. 
 
278

  Museum of Family History: Living in America – The Jewish Experience.  http://www.museumoffamilyhistory.com/lia-
main.htm.  The nearly two million Jews living in New York City during this era represented the largest ethnic group in the 
city, and the largest Jewish population of any city in the world.  See also Horowitz and Kaplan in the Bibliography. 

 
279

  Martin D. Robbins: Personal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, April 25, 2011. 
 
280

  Arnold Paulen: Personal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, April 25, 2011. 
 
281

  Ira Wolfman: Jewish New York: Notable Neighborhoods and Memorable Moments.  Universe Publishing, New York, NY, 
2003. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hank_Greenberg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Baer_(boxer)
http://www.museumoffamilyhistory.com/lia-main.htm
http://www.museumoffamilyhistory.com/lia-main.htm


A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 90 

Although our New York-based Polonsky family appears to have emerged largely unscathed by anti-

Semitism, Jewish employment discrimination was common during the Depression, and job listings at 

many employment bureaus throughout the city specified that applicants be “Christians only.” 
282

   
 

Many Jewish immigrants were reminded of the economic misery that they experienced in their former 

homeland.  The high rate of unemployment was certainly not unique to the Jewish community, but the 

combination of bleak opportunities, university quotas, and employment discrimination created a sense 

of foreboding among American Jews.  It was a time of great anxiety and insecurity, and many families 

had to struggle to survive. 
 

The deteriorating prospects for employment, unfolding as it did against an international climate of 

fascism and Nazism, and the growing strength of American anti-Semitic movements, enhanced Jewish 

insecurity, and added to the daily challenges of economic survival.  Jews began to wonder if these 

forces might combine to reverse the progress achieved by a generation of immigrant Jews, creating a 

class of educated but unemployable youth, and undermining the Jewish future in America. 
 

In many ways, the years of the Great Depression were a defining moment in American Jewish history, 

as a generation of Jewish immigrants and their children faced an uncertain future in America.  They 

not only worried about their financial stability and security as a minority group, but also questioned the 

usefulness of their educational and professional endeavors, and the viability of their institutions. 
 

Responses to the Great Depression set in motion new forms of Jewish adaptation and acculturation in 

the United States.  Challenged by rising anti-Semitism, employment discrimination and college quotas, 

New York Jews drew upon a tradition of private philanthropy and communal responsibility to establish 

informal networks for economic assistance and personal support. 
 

In struggling Depression-era synagogues, Jewish leaders consciously addressed social, economic, and 

political needs, and expanded secular and cultural activities.  Jewish families pooled their resources, 

and children remained in their parents’ homes to pursue education when jobs were scarce, postponing 

marriage and childbearing.  Jewish neighborhoods nurtured a sense of Jewish community and provided 

support networks for working-class families.
 
 

 

In the New Deal era, the Jews of New York found that public welfare and social legislation were at one 

with this tradition, and forged a lasting bond with the Democratic Party.  Ultimately, it was the belief 

in Roosevelt, the New Deal, and the force of purposeful democratic change in America that kept hope 

alive for many Jews.
 

236F
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Since many employment agencies refused to accept Jewish applicants, Jewish community leaders 

initiated their own programs to help Jews find jobs.   Even before the Depression, several Jewish 

employment agencies existed throughout the city, sponsored by organizations including the 92nd 

Street Young Men’s Hebrew Association, the Jewish Board of Guardians, and the Brooklyn Jewish 

Federation.  In 1934, New York’s Federation of Jewish Philanthropies created a central Jewish 

employment bureau to provide vocational training, and assist people in finding jobs.  
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  Beth S. Wenger: New York Jews and the Great Depression – Uncertain Promise.  Yale University Press, 1996. 
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The New York Jewish community provided a reasonably strong economic base capable of providing 

work for at least a portion of its members, and the Jewish ethnic economy was able to absorb many of 

its own unemployed.  There were Jewish law firms to employ Jewish lawyers, Jewish financial firms to 

employ Jewish stockbrokers, and Jewish publishers and newspapers to employ Jewish writers.   
 

Although thousands of Jewish lawyers, engineers, and other white-collar professionals remained 

unemployed or underemployed throughout the Depression, this did not deter Jewish students from 

seeking higher education, and pursuing their professional goals.  Leon Polonsky’s son Arnold, who at 

that time lived in Brooklyn, was one of them.  In a letter to his granddaughter Vanessa, he wrote: 237F

284
 

 

The University of Michigan was my entry into a more sophisticated and cosmopolitan world, where for 

the first time I met students from all parts of the country and people of other religions.  This was during 

the Depression, and although my family did not suffer like some, it was at a sacrifice that they paid the 

$150 tuition. To save money I was one the founders of the fourth cooperative house on campus, the 

Robert Owen Coop, still existing today.  We rented a house where eighteen of us could sleep and 

prepare our own food.   It cost us $7 a week to live. 
 

Even with regard to unemployment during the Depression, the New York based Polonsky family was 

very fortunate.  The primary wage earners in the second generation of the family were, for the most 

part, well-established in their careers and professions, had relatively stable jobs, did not encounter 

significant anti-Semitism, and were able to provide college educations for their children. 
 

Joseph Polonsky was a successful entrepreneur, who operated a drug store, a gas station, and a mink 

farm.238F

285
  His daughter Ruth was a member of the first graduating class of Brooklyn College, circa 

1936, and later earned both a Masters and a sixth-year Diploma in Education.  His son Arnold attended 

veterinary school in Canada. 
 

Leon Polonsky was a very successful dentist in Brooklyn.  His son Arnold graduated from the 

University of Michigan in 1940, and graduated as a Lieutenant in the Dental Corp from the NYU 

College of Dentistry.  Leon’s daughter Doris graduated from Brooklyn College in 1945. 
 

Vera Polonsky’s husband, Max Erskine, was a successful dress manufacturer.  Their son Gene 

graduated from Johns Hopkins University in 1942, and their son Robert graduated from Syracuse 

University in 1948.  
 

Rae Polonsky’s husband, Herman Adler, was a successful engineer.  Their son Leonard graduated 

from Lawrence Institute of Technology, in Detroit, in 1943, and their daughter Bernice Adler 

graduated from the University of Michigan in 1949. 
 

Fannie Polonsky’s husband, Charlie Chaber, was a pharmacist, and later, a film projectionist.  Their 

son Richard graduated from New York City College circa 1948, and their son Mortimer graduated 

from Syracuse University in 1950. 
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  Arnold Paulen: “Excerpt from Biography.”  Email correspondence with Vanessa Paulen, April 26, 1999, and forwarded to 
Jeffrey Mark Paull, June 9, 2008. 
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  Information regarding Joseph’s ownership of a gas station in the East New York section of Brooklyn was provided by 
Arnold Paulen: Personal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, April 25, 2011. 



A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 92 

Pauline Polonsky’s husband, Harry Rabinowitz, was a successful businessman, and the manager of a 

cafeteria chain.  Their daughter Naomi graduated from Long Island University in 1954.  Their son 

Martin graduated from Tufts University in 1954, and earned his Master’s degree from MIT in 1956. 
 

Ruth Polonsky was a successful business woman in her own right.  She and her husband, Harry 

Gordon, had no children. 
 

The Pittsburgh-based Paull branch of the Polonsky family was much more adversely affected by the 

Great Depression than were the other New York-based branches.  The New York-based family sent all 

twelve members of the third generation to college, with some of them going on to graduate school.  In 

contrast, not a single member of the third generation of the Paull branch of the family – Bertha, Phil, 

Ella, Harold, Herbert, Melvin, or Lenore – graduated from college, and most never even had the 

opportunity to attend college. 
 

Part of the explanation for this rather dramatic disparity lies in demographics.  Because my 

grandfather, Louis Isadore Paull, was the eldest of Nathan’s children, most of his children were of 

college age during the 1930s, during the Depression, when the economy was at its worst.  The children 

of the younger New York-based branches of the family were in college during the 1940s and 1950s, 

after the Depression had ended.  But there is another, perhaps more significant explanation as well. 
 

Isadore lost his jewelry business in Altoona during the mid-1920s.  Around 1927, he moved his family 

to Pittsburgh, where he worked in a small watch repair shop downtown.  He was barely eking out a 

living, and had a wife and seven children to support.  When the Depression hit, he simply could not 

afford to send any of his children to college.   
 

After the Depression, Isadore opened another jewelry store, but when his sons went off to war, he 

struggled trying to run the business by himself.  When my father, Melvin Paull, returned from the war, 

he planned to attend college and study pharmacy at Duquesne University, under the GI Bill.  However, 

he was pressed into service in his father’s jewelry store after completing just one year of college. 
 

Despite these economic challenges, the Paull family, like the New York-based Polonsky family, 

remained very close throughout the Depression era, and in the decades which followed.  Sunday family 

gatherings at the home of Isadore and Mary Paull were a family tradition just as they were in the other 

branches of the Polonsky family.       
 

The Depression was undoubtedly a difficult and challenging time for the Polonsky and Paull families, 

as it was for the majority of families during that era.  However, rather than letting financial stresses 

pull the family apart, Depression-era family gatherings strengthened the bonds of kinship and 

friendship and brought the family closer together.  These family gatherings continued well into the 

1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, long after the Depression was but a distant, unpleasant memory.   
 

Adversity decisively shaped the character of the generation who lived through the Great Depression, 

and had a profound influence on American Jewish life in the twentieth century.  Our family, like the 

Jewish community of which they were a part, would emerge from the turmoil of this period and 

become a thriving middle-class ethnic group in the post-World War II era. 239F
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World War II 

 

When the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and the United States declared war on 

Japan and Germany, American Jewish men and women responded to their country’s call for the armed 

forces.  More than 550,000 Jews (approximately half of all Jewish males between eighteen and fifty) 

served in the Armed Forces of the United States during World War II.  About 11,000 were killed and 

over 40,000 were wounded.
 

240F

287
  

 

During this period, Jews comprised approximately 3.3 percent of the total U.S. population but 

constituted about 4.23 percent of the U.S. armed forces.  About sixty percent of all Jewish physicians 

in the U.S. who were under forty-five years of age were in service as military physicians or medics.
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Jewish men and women served proudly, and 

fought courageously in World War II.  Two 

received the Congressional Medal of Honor, 

157 the Distinguished Service Medal and 

Crosses, and 1,600 were awarded the Silver 

Star.  About 50,242 other decorations, citations, 

and awards were given to Jewish heroes for a 

total of 52,000 decorations. 242F

289
   

 

Our forefathers in the Polonsky and Paull 

family earned their fair share of these military 

honors.   
 

 

Jewish soldiers search captured German soldiers in France, 1944 

 

The recognition of the bravery, dedication, and sacrifice made by Jewish men and women in combat 

was praised by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, and by the military leaders of the American Armed 

Forces.  In one of his wartime speeches, General Douglas MacArthur said, “I am proud to join in 

saluting the memory of fallen American heroes of the Jewish faith.” 

 

As the youngest member of the third generation, Marty Robbins recalls the way that he looked up to 

his older cousins in the Armed Forces during World War II: “I idolized my male cousins, all of whom 

were much older than Naomi and me.  I particularly remember them drifting in and out during the war 

years, when they came home on leave before going overseas.”
 

243F
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  The young men in the 

Polonsky/Paull family whom Marty idolized responded in force to our nation’s call.   
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Nathan Polonsky had twelve grandsons, and all but three, who were either too young or too old to 

serve, answered the call of duty, and served in the armed forces during World War II. 
291

  These nine 

young men, representing five of the eight branches of the Polonsky family, served with honor in the 

U.S. Army, the U.S. Army Air Force, or the U.S. Navy, during World War II: 

 

(1)  Leonard Adler, son of Rae Polonsky and Herman Adler, fighter squadron ordinance officer in the 

U.S. Navy.  

 

(2)  Richard Chaber, son of Fannie Polonsky and Charles Chaber, U.S. Army Signal Corps. 

   

(3)  Mortimer Chaber, son of Fannie Polonsky and Charles Chaber, radar technician in the U.S. Navy. 

   

(4)  Robert Erskine, son of Vera Polonsky and Max Erskine, Sergeant and medic in the U.S. Army 

303rd Medical Battalion of the 78th Infantry “Lightning” Division that fought in the Battle of the 

Bulge. 

 

(5)  Eugene Erskine, son of Vera Polonsky and Max Erskine, Lieutenant and naval aviator in the U.S. 

Navy. 

  

(6)  Arnold Paulen, son of Leon Polonsky and Ida Cornman, First Lieutenant, and later Captain in the 

Army Dental Corps. 

 

(7)  Melvin Paull (my father), son of Louis Isadore Paull and Mary Gelman, Corporal and flight 

mechanic in the U.S. Army Air Corps, 31st Squadron, 390th Bombardment Group. 

 

(8)  Herbert Paull, son of Louis Isadore Paull and Mary Gelman, U.S. Army Signal Corps, and later, 

an instrument specialist in the U.S. Army Air Corps, 390th Bombardment Group, 369th 

Squadron. 

 

(9)  Philip Paull, son of Louis Isadore Paull and Mary Gelman, U.S. Army Signal Corps, and later, an 

instrument specialist in the U.S. Army 15th Air Force. 

 

Along with Nathan’s nine grandchildren, other members of the Polonsky family also served in the war.  

Bernice Adler’s husband, Leonard Blumenreich, son-in-law of Rae Polonsky and Herman Adler, 

served in the U.S. Army Infantry, in Patton’s Third Army in Germany.  Nathan’s great-nephew (his 

sister Bessie Cohen’s grandson), Melvin Cohen, also served in the U.S. Army, and it is possible that 

his brother Pincus Polonsky’s grandsons served in the military during World War II as well. 
292
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  Two of Nathan’s eldest grandsons, Harold Paull, and Arnold Polonsky, either did not serve during the armed conflict, or 

were granted deferments or early discharges from the Army, due to family or other extenuating circumstances, and his 
youngest grandson, Martin Rabinowitz, was only eight years old at the time that America entered the war in 1941. 
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Chapter 21 – The Greatest Generation presents 

more detailed information and photographs 

regarding the war experiences of these courageous 

young men, to whom we in the Polonsky and Paull 

family owe our everlasting gratitude. 
 

When the soldiers in our family returned home 

from the war, they were given the hero’s welcome 

they so richly deserved.  Although the adulation 

was appreciated, what they really wanted most was 

to return to normal life – to complete their 

education, resume their careers, marry, have 

children, and to raise families of their own.   
Celebrating the end of World War II, August 14, 1945 

 

However, one soldier in our family did not return from the war.  For his family, there would be no 

return to “normal life.”   
 

Eugene Victor Erskine was killed in action on May 19, 1945, when his plane was shot down over the 

Sea of Japan.  When he was notified of Eugene’s death, his brother, Robert Erskine wrote the 

following words to his parents, Vera and Max Erskine: 
 

June 5, 1945 

 

My Dearest Ones, 

 

Captain Richards broke the news to me very nicely yesterday.  It was as if the bottom fell out of my 

heart.  Until now the war has just been a tough and dangerous affair, but nothing more.  Now it has hit 

us directly, as it has hundreds of thousands of other good American families.  You surely must know the 

grief I feel is equal to yours. 

 

To me, Gene was always an idol, a big brother whose advice was like gold, a big brother who always 

came out on top of anything he tried.  Although we may not have appeared to be so close, deep inside 

we had a love and devotion for each other that few brothers can equal.  But, dear ones, we must not let 

this shocking blow change our lives.  Gene wouldn’t have wanted it that way. 

 

He fought for the greatest cause on earth.  He fought so that you, Mom and Pop, could continue as ever 

in the American way of life.  Don’t disappoint him now!  Keep your chins up, a look of pride on your 

faces, and please, when I return in the near future, be exactly the same as when I left you. 

 

All my love and devotion, Bob 
 

Few have put more heartfelt and courageous words to paper than Robert Erskine in this wartime letter 

to his parents, and seldom have more noble sentiments been expressed.  But the news of Gene’s death 

hit the family hard. 246F
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Gene had touched many lives in his short time here, and words of consolation poured in from around 

the country, like this excerpt from a letter from one of his shipmates: 

 

I know that he was always anxious for overseas combat duty, whereas, many other young pilots were 

content to remain in the United States.  If it was his fate to be called to God at such an early age, I know 

that call came as Gene would have wanted it to come, that is, while he was flying in combat in the 

Pacific. 

 

I cannot even attempt to express my personal sorrow or my sympathy for you, and for those who were 

near and dear to Gene.  This is one of those times when it is impossible to find words that are adequate. 

 

Sincerely, Joseph C. Zavatt 

 

Even now, nearly seven decades later, it is impossible to express what Gene’s loss meant to the 

Polonsky family.  But we may all find comfort in the words of a speech that was given in Gene’s 

honor, on September 20, 1948, during the dedication to him of a Jewish War Veterans’ Post: 247F
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Lt. Eugene V. Erskine was lost in action in the Pacific at the age of 24 years, at the very threshold of his 

early manhood, at the very beginning of a useful and promising life.  It has always been the greatest 

tragedy of war that at its alter, a nation must sacrifice the choicest and most promising part of its 

younger generation, but in a sense, his life was not sacrificed in vain. 

 

He attained by his death the very ultimate purpose to which his life had always been dedicated.  He 

showed the way as a beacon light to guide his fellow man, and to lead them towards the goal of love; 

love of country, love of duty, love of his fellow man.   

 

In passing from this worldly stage of tumult, fear, and strife, he has left footprints in the sands of time; 

footprints which will forever hereafter inspire the wearied and disillusioned traveler, and help him find 

new hope, new courage in continuing the journey toward the goal of the ultimate brotherhood of 

mankind. 

 

Following World War II, there was a dramatic decrease in anti-Semitic attitudes, beliefs, and 

manifestations in the United States.248F

295
  Although there are likely many factors responsible for this, 

including worldwide remorse for the Holocaust, at least part of this decrease is attributable to the role 

that Jewish American GIs played in the war.  As Robert Erskine put it:   

 

For the first time hundreds of thousands of Jews were intermingled with millions of non Jews 

throughout America and the world.  Now Jews and non-Jews worked together, lived and trained 

together in military establishments, fought together on battlefields throughout the world, and yes, died 

together.  This was a monumental change from the past.  The sheer volume of this interaction did much 

to change attitudes of all involved.249F
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World War II accelerated the pace of change in transportation, communications, electronics, medicine, 

and in countless other ways, both technological and social.  During the war, unemployment ended and 

the economy greatly expanded.  Afterwards the country experienced vigorous economic growth until 

the 1970s.   

 

The GI Bill of Rights enabled record numbers of people to finish high school and attend college, which 

led to a more highly-skilled workforce, and yielded higher incomes to families.  Returning GIs 

married, started families, pursued higher education, and bought their first homes.
297

  

 

After the war, the third generation and their young families joined the new trend of suburbanization.  

The locus of the New York-based Polonsky family moved from Brooklyn to Long Island, Westchester, 

and other New York City suburbs.  There, Jews became increasingly assimilated and demonstrated 

rising rates of intermarriage 
298

 (see also Chapter 26 – Everything Must Change).   

 

Five major themes defined the immediate postwar decades:
 299

 

 

(1) The decline of anti-Semitism,  

 

(2) A massive movement of American Jews from cities to suburbs, 

 

(3) The emergence of an American Jewish communal order emphasizing Israel and political 

liberalism, 

  

(4) A large migration of Jews to the American Sun Belt, and  

 

(5) Glowing optimism concerning the American Jewish community and its future.  

 

In the midst of this glowing optimism, the third generation would give rise to the largest generation in 

the history of America, the post-war generation known as the Baby Boomers.  From there, the narrative 

of our family history continues, in much more detailed form, in the family biographies presented in 

Part IV of the book – Our American Biography. 

 

But before we close the book on the period from 1915–1945, there is yet another chapter of our 

family’s history from that epic era.  I shall warn you ahead of time that it is not an easy chapter to read.  

It is, however, an important chapter, and the story that it has to tell is one that must never be forgotten. 
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