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Israel Fine:
Baltimore Businessman
and Hebrew Poet

by

Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein

Earth, an exhibit of Judaic treasures at the Library of Congress.
She was startled to find a book on prominent display com-
posed by her great-grandfather, Israel Fine (1847-1930). Published
in 1907, this particular copy of Neginoth ben-Yehudah (Songs of the
Son of Judah) was probably presented to President Theodore Roo-
sevelt and later transferred from the White House to the Library
of Congress. In addition to two poems in honor of Roosevelt, the
book also contained memorials to President William McKinley
and Secretary of State John Hay and tributes to Theodor Herzl and
Rabbi Benjamin Szold, among others. What is also surprising was
that the poems were not written in Yiddish, the common language
of most Jewish immigrants, but in Hebrew. The leather-bound
display volume was opened to the book’s inside covers which fea-
tured two brightly colored major American symbols: the flag of
the United States and its shield. Until then, little was known about
Israel Fine. By coincidence, Dr. Michael Grunberger, at that time
head of the Hebraic Section at the library, was in the exhibit area
and Rosenblatt spoke with him. Subsequently, she and Fine’s
great-grandson, Dr. Earl L. Baker, provided information on the
family to Grace Cohen Grossman, then curator of ethnographic
Judaica at the Smithsonian Institution, a collection that contained
Hebrew language artifacts donated by Fine.!
Fine was a businessman, Zionist, and Hebrew poet, who
moved to Baltimore, Maryland, soon after his arrival in the United

In 1991, Marjorie Rosenblatt chanced to see From the Ends of the
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States about 1890 and lived there until his death in 1930. In a pho-
tograph taken shortly before 1908, he appears as a middle-aged,
bearded, gentle looking man. Spectacles dangle from the lapel of
his jacket. Beneath them hangs the medal he received as the only
American delegate to the Fourth Zionist Congress which was held
in London in 1900.2

In several ways, Fine was typical of other Hebrew poets like
Gershon Rosenzweig (1861-1914), Menahem Mendel Dolitzki
(1856-1931), and a later generation that included Benjamin Silkiner
(1882-1933), Ephraim Lisitzky (1885-1962), and Israel Efros (1881-
1981). All arrived in the United States in the decade before and the
decade after the turn of the century. Like them, Fine was an east-
ern European immigrant. Yiddish was their mother tongue, the
language of everyday discourse, and the language in which the
immigrants comfortably expressed themselves in the newspapers,
in the theater, and in literature. But this small, elite group was un-
usual because the members had received Hebrew educations
more advanced than others, and they worked to revive Hebrew as
a modern tongue.

However, Fine differed from these poets in several
respects. Most of them were much younger than he and arrived in
America penniless. Thus, they struggled to earn a living even as
they worked to bring a Hebrew literary movement into existence.
Fine, who had been a businessman in Russia, immigrated as a
mature adult with a family. He then prospered as the
owner of a men’s clothing factory. Although an eastern European
immigrant, he became a member of a German Jewish
Orthodox congregation in Baltimore and had business and
social relationships among members of that community, demon-
strating that in this period there were already connections
between Uptown and Downtown Jews. It is unknown whether
Fine attempted to have his poetry published in the Hebrew
journals of the day. He seems to have written for his personal
enjoyment and to share his verse with family and close friends.
He composed poems in response to world affairs, life-cycle events
such as birthdays and anniversaries, challenges in leadership
faced by presidents and other government officials, celebrations
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Portrait of Israel Fine wearing his medal from the Fourth Zionist Congress.
The photo dates from before 1907, when it appeared in
Neginoth ben-Yehudah.

(Courtesy of Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)
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of local Jewish community events and persons, and the plight of
Jews abroad.

The Hebrew reading public in America was so small that po-
ets and even prose writers turned to sponsors to underwrite
publication of their books. For example, Philadelphia Judge Mayer
Sulzberger, who was a well-known local and national Jewish
leader and a knowledgeable Jew devoted to the Hebrew book,
was one such sponsor.3 Fine, however, was sufficiently affluent to
self-publish his two volumes of writings. A number of Fine’s po-
ems appeared with English translations alongside the Hebrew.
The bilingual poems reflected an early adaptation to the sur-
rounding Americanizing culture and opened his verse to others. It
also attested to the existence of a group of individuals in the Bal-
timore Jewish community with proficiency in the Hebrew
language who worked to sustain its place in Jewish culture within
the broader American scene. This essay examines Israel Fine as an
individual who made America and its values part of his life as a
Jew while maintaining his commitment to Judaism and the He-
brew language. In so doing, it sheds substantial light on the
history of the Baltimore Jewish community and aspects of Hebrew
literature in the United States in the decades around the turn of
the twentieth century.

Israel Fine Comes to Baltimore

The son of Judah (sometimes referred to as Lewin)
and Mollie Fine, Israel Fine was born in 1847 in Pokroy (today,
Pakruojis), Kovno (today, Kaunas), Lithuania. Beginning in
the second half of the nineteenth century, Kovno became a
center of Jewish cultural activity, which included the establish-
ment of several prominent yeshivot. Fine’s father, Judah,
was a learned scholar and his mother, Mollie, was the mainstay
of the family’s dry-goods store, a typical arrangement among
such families at the time. At eighteen, Fine married Minnie
Racusin after which he studied privately for several years. He
then ran his own business and, probably from the 1870s until his
immigration to America, served as a sales representative in Mos-
cow.4
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Antisemitism and pogroms throughout Russia mounted after
the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881. During the reign of
Alexander III, the government stepped up efforts to rid the coun-
try of its Jews. The increasingly hostile environment most likely
led Fine to uproot his family and immigrate to the United States.

They came first to Philadelphia, perhaps to join Minna’'s Ra-
cusin relatives in the dry goods business. Minna and Israel had
several children, Hyman (Shabbetai), Morris (Moses), Philip, Lou-
is, Mary, Pauline, Mildred, and Mollie, some of whom were born
in Russia. Hyman died in 1892 at twenty-seven; Moses died in
1903 at twenty-four. Fine lamented their deaths and memorialized
the sons in poetry.>

According to city directory listings, Fine and Racusin left
Philadelphia and relocated to Baltimore, probably for promising
business opportunities and for personal reasons. The port city was
well situated to distribute the goods it manufactured throughout
the mid-Atlantic and southern states. There were also Jews in Bal-
timore who had arrived earlier from Pokroy, Fine’s hometown. In
1877, these early immigrants established what they called the
Pokroyer Shul. After fifteen years of holding services in rented
rooms, the congregation erected a building on High Street in East
Baltimore, approximately the time of Fine’s arrival.t

Beginning in 1893, city directories provide a timeline of Fi-
ne’s advancing prosperity as he moved from clerk in 1893 to
storeowner in 1894 to clothing manufacturer in 1899. By 1906, the
medium-sized firm was housed in a four-story structure known as
the Fine building at 411 W. Baltimore Street in the heart of the
garment district.

The company’s economic growth is also traced in a business
brochure published around 1915, the year that Baltimore manu-
facturers reached the height of their clothing production. The
brochure was intended to promote “Fine Clothing” and its “Col-
lege Cut Line” among business associates. It contains images of
the firm’s suits and coats, a drawing of the Fine building and its
geographic location within the garment district, letters from satis-
fied wholesale merchants like Schwarzenbach & Son in
Cumberland, Maryland, Loar & Hendrickson of Grafton, West
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Virginia, and Joseph Mullen & Sons from Wilmington, Delaware,
and photographs of Fine and his son, Louis.”

Published in the same year, a second, larger booklet, Three
Anniversaries in the Life of Mr. Israel Fine, commemorates the fiftieth
wedding anniversary of Israel and Minna Fine, the twenty-fifth
anniversary of the business, and the one hundredth anniversary of
the birth of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” It gives additional in-
formation about the Fine firm and also served as another
advertising tool.

In the latter booklet, the company asserted that the suits pro-
duced were the “finest custom-tailored garments made,” because
no cheap labor was used and only those designers, cutters, trim-
mers, and tailors at the top of their profession made the garments.
Since all materials were bought for cash, it stated, the savings
were passed along to the trade. Moreover in 1912, the firm was
awarded a contract by Parker, Bridget & Co. to furnish eight hun-
dred suits “to be worn by members of the Columbus Lodge on the
occasion of the unveiling of the Columbus Statue at Washington,
D.C.”8

The pamphlets exemplify how Fine embraced modern sales
methods to retain clientele and to seek new business. The publica-
tions indicate the measure of financial success Fine had achieved
since his arrival in the United States. In a short time, he had
gained parity with other local medium-sized manufacturers who
were overwhelmingly of German Jewish origin. It is unknown,
however, whether Fine began by supplying peddlers and other
eastern European Jewish immigrants as did Jacob Epstein, the
best-known of Baltimore’s Jewish businessmen. Arriving penni-
less from Lithuania in 1882, Epstein started as a peddler and then
opened a store and mail-order business, which “became the most
important jobbing concern for the entire South. It employed a
thousand people and generated a million dollars of income each
month.”? Fine’s business continued to grow too, permitting the
poet-manufacturer to make donations to charitable institutions
and to travel.

The booklets are unusual in that in addition to photographs
of Israel Fine, his wife, and their son, Louis, and “a brief synopsis
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Judah Fine, Israel’s father, center, with S. (Hyman) Fine, left, and
Morris A. Fine, right, sons of Israel Fine who predeceased their father.
(As they appeared in Zemirot Yisrael, courtesy of Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)

of Mr. L. Fine’s literary work,” they also include several poems in
Hebrew and English translation, including one on the occasion of
President Theodore Roosevelt’s birthday and others with a Jewish
theme. There are pages of bits of information about Baltimore
“firsts” and New York City “firsts” and the “Greatness of the
United States” in terms of size, transportation, ports, and other
facts.

Fine used the pamphlets as venues to show that he was a
knowledgeable Jew with a command of the Hebrew language
and, equally important, that he was a patriotic citizen who was
proud of his adopted country and its leaders. In the midst of a
world war that would soon envelop the United States, Fine
demonstrated that an eastern European immigrant could become
a successful businessman and loyal American, yet simultaneously
remain a committed Jew.

The Fine family gradually acculturated and became prosper-
ous enough to move from the downtown immigrant enclave to
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the northwest neighborhood of affluent German Jews. By the early
twentieth century, Israel Fine and his son Louis lived on McCul-
loh Street. They affiliated with Shearith Israel when that
congregation relocated from West Baltimore in 1903 and erected a
building at McCulloh and Bloom streets.l® Later, Israel Fine
moved to 814 Chauncey Avenue, a row house in a more fashiona-
ble area, one block from Druid Hill Park. This home was close to
the now Conservative-affiliated Chizuk Amuno Congregation,
which in 1921 had moved from McCulloh and Mosher streets to
Chauncey Avenue and Eutaw Place. Fine joined the synagogue
and when he died in 1930, Rabbi Adolph Coblenz officiated at the
funeral.! Although founded by Orthodox German-speaking Jews,
the congregation had welcomed eastern European immigrants
into its fold. Both congregations supported Zionism and wanted
to maintain traditional Judaism and the Hebrew language, shared
interests that overrode language, cultural, and class differences.2
The prosperity Fine experienced also provided the means to
travel and to support a variety of charitable causes. In 1900, as
previously noted, Fine traveled to London to serve as a delegate to
the Fourth Zionist Congress. According to his account, after the
close of the Congress, he and his wife attended the Exposition Uni-
verselle, the Paris world’s fair, where they met acquaintances and
business friends from Europe and the United States. In 1909, Fine
traveled extensively to several European cities and to Palestine
and Egypt. In each community, he visited the rabbis and profes-
sors to whom he had sent his book, Neginoth ben-Yehudah.'> In
1926, Fine again visited Palestine. After his return, he celebrated
his seventy-ninth birthday by announcing the “donation of a
home in Palestine as the first unit of an agricultural school for
girls” to be built on land he had donated several years earlier in
Herzliyya in honor of Hadassah.!* Since this Zionist women’s or-
ganization had been founded by Henrietta Szold, daughter of
Baltimore’s Rabbi Benjamin Szold, Fine probably also felt more
keenly about contributing to its causes. As an immigrant and
aware of the enactment of congressional legislation in 1921 and
1924 that restricted immigration into the United States, Fine eager-
ly supported Hadassah's efforts to provide a new life in Palestine
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to adolescent young women who had been dislocated after World
War .15

Fine used the occasion of his birthday to give to other causes
and institutions. For example, in 1922, he declined a banquet in
honor of his seventy-fifth birthday and instead distributed ten
checks of seventy-five dollars each to the United Charities, the
Blind Orphanage, the Women’s Insane Asylum, Hadassah, the
Free Loan Association of Jerusalem, Maryland Institute for the
Blind, General Hospital, Hebrew Parochial School of Baltimore
(forerunner of the Orthodox Talmudical Academy of Baltimore),
and the Home for Convalescent Children.'¢ While Fine never not-
ed that he was an officer of any of these institutions and his name
does not appear on organizational rosters, business acquaintances,
friends, and family may have influenced these philanthropic
choices. But the charities also represented a cross section of gen-
eral and Jewish endeavors with which Fine would have likely
identified anyway, since he was an immigrant himself and recog-
nized the needs of those less fortunate, most often women and
children.

Within the Jewish community, Fine moved in other overlap-
ping circles. His personal relations with prominent individuals
ran across a spectrum that included people affiliated with Ortho-
dox, Conservative, and Reform Judaism, with Zionists and non-
Zionists, and with eastern European and German Jews. These re-
lationships reflected his positive standing within the community
and the extent to which German and eastern Europeans put aside
differing social backgrounds and religious practices in order to
come together for common interests, especially that of fostering
the Hebrew language.

For example, in 1902, Benjamin Szold, rabbi emeritus of Re-
form Oheb Shalom, presented Fine with a carved wooden cane,
the handle of which was shaped like a snake’s head. On a metal
plate was the inscription, “Presented by Benj. Szold to Israel Fine 8
Kislev 5662.” Carved in the wood below that is the phrase, “The
Lord will send the staff of your strength from Zion,” from Psalms
110.2. Szold was also the subject of praise in several Hebrew po-
ems written by Fine. A longtime member of Orthodox Shearith
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Israel, Fine wrote a Hebrew poem in 1918 to Rabbi Schepsel Schaf-
fer as he completed twenty-five years of service in that pulpit.1”
Also Rabbi William Rosenau, who had succeeded Rabbi Szold at
Oheb Shalom, wrote an editorial for the Jewish Times when Fine
died.s

Moreover, Fine’s writings drew together other people. On
March 17, 1908, Purim night, Fine was surprised by a group of
Jewish leaders who gathered to honor him as the author of Negi-
noth ben-Yehudah. They presented the poet with a large portrait of
Fine, framed on either side by a Hebrew poem composed by Rab-
bi Schaffer in acrostic form with the letters of Fine’s name
beginning each line. The poem praised Fine for the “clarity of his
language, the honored Hebrew tongue.”’® Other early Hebrew
poets in America and admirers of the language also viewed He-
brew as an honored tongue.

Early Hebrew Poets and Poetry in America

From 1880 to 1920, over three million eastern European im-
migrants came to the United States fleeing poverty and pogroms.
Almost all of them Yiddish-speaking, they brought little of mone-
tary value with them beyond the skills that would hopefully
enable them to advance their position in life. Sixty per cent of the
immigrants —mostly Jews working for Jews —were employed in
the garment industry.20

Yiddish newspapers like the Forverts (Forward) served as
agents of change by supporting the immigrants” adjustment to
their new country and helping them unite in their efforts to organ-
ize labor unions. They also functioned as a primary source for
maintaining culture by serializing Yiddish fiction and publishing
translations from European and American literature. During
World War I, about 600,000 people a day read the various Yiddish
newspapers published in the United States.?!

Even before the appearance of the dailies, early arrivals to
these shores were writing poetry in Yiddish. Morris Rosenfeld
(1862-1923), for example, was popular among the masses because
he wrote in mamaloschen about the plight of those laboring in
sweatshops. “Good Yiddish literature,” the editorials, essays, and
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Louis, son of Israel Fine, was in business with his father.
(From Neginoth ben-Yehudah, courtesy of Pegqy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)

novels written by erudite immigrants, however, appealed to a
smaller, more educated audience.?2

Just as there were two Yiddish literary streams, “two
Hebrews, the classical and the modern,” existed side by side
in America and Europe. For rabbis and scholars, the Hebrew of
the Bible, Talmud, and prayer book was the holy language, not
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the language of everyday discourse. During the mid-eighteenth
century age of modernization, the Enlightenment spread
across Europe. A century later, this combined with the new force
of nationalism. Enlightened Jews brought these two movements
to the Jewish community, one outcome of which was the rebirth
of Hebrew as a modern tongue. A number of these maskilim
immigrated to the United States and infused Jewish culture
in America with the fruits of their small Hebrew literary
movement. While the masses of immigrants to this country
gave way to the forces of Americanization, this little band of He-
braists, notes historian Alan Mintz, resisted acculturation
striving instead to create a center for Hebrew literature in
the United States.? For them, according to Mintz, “the Hebrew
language was an object of veneration, a vessel of purity and
even divinity; it was the language . . . also of poetry and
philosophy.”24

As in Europe, the periodical became the primary medium of
literary expression for poets. At least twenty Hebrew journals ap-
peared in this country from the 1890s into the first decade of the
next century, but most of them were short lived due to the lack of
readers with sufficient knowledge of Hebrew and sufficient funds
to purchase a subscription. For example, Samuel Benjamin
Schwartzberg, the agent for the journal, Ner Ma’arabi (Light of the
West), complained in 1898 that after four weeks of effort less than
twenty-two copies of the monthly were sold in Pittsburgh and
even less in Baltimore although thousands of Jews lived in these
cities.?

Many of these maskilim were also Zionists. They dreamed of
building a yishuv in Palestine, a place where Hebrew would flow-
er. As writers and educators, they were also inspired to advance
Hebrew in this country. A cadre of such knowledgeable men and
women developed in the United States through the pioneering
efforts of Dr. Samson Benderly. The Safed-born and Johns Hop-
kins-trained physician became an innovative Jewish educator who
developed the Ivrit b'lvrit (Hebrew in Hebrew) method of teach-
ing Hebrew in Talmud Torah afternoon religious schools and later
in Jewish camps.2
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In his multi-volume A History of Jewish Literature, Rabbi Mey-
er Waxman noted that there were two periods of Hebrew literary
creativity in the United States: from the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century until about 1905 and from that time forward. In the
first period, the writers did not advance beyond “ornate writing”
and they left little of lasting value. “Rather,” noted Waxman,
“their contribution was to keep the flame of Hebrew literature and
culture burning” for the next generation of Hebrew writers.?” Fine
knew some of these poets and they may have influenced each oth-
er although his relationship with others is unknown.

Gerson Rosenzweig, the single poet Waxman mentions from
the early era, and one who was a dozen years younger than Fine,
edited several of the short-lived American Hebrew periodicals.
Known as the “sweet satirist of Israel,” and as an epigrammist, in
1898 he translated “America,” “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and
“Columbia, the Gem of the Ocean,” into Hebrew. Like Fine, he too
showed his faith in America through his endorsement of its lead-
ers. The successful conclusion of the Spanish-American War that
year, led by then Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt, saw
Cuba on a gradual path to independence and the United States
emerge as a world power. These events gave Americans a height-
ened sense of patriotism and pride in their country and later
helped to catapult Roosevelt into the presidency.? Unlike Fine
however, Rosenzweig also attacked what he saw as vulgar and
backward in this country —the greenhorn and the peddler. And
also unlike Fine, he viewed rabbis as being like other Americans
whom he saw as mainly interested in wealth and honor.?

Menahem Mendel Dolitzki was another poet from this early
era. He wrote in Yiddish and in Hebrew. Born in Bialystok, he re-
ceived a traditional Orthodox education as did Fine, but made his
living as a Hebrew teacher. Dolitzki's poetry had already been
published in Europe when he was in his early twenties. It is possi-
ble that Fine knew him personally and had read his poetry, since
Dolitzki lived in Moscow and Fine conducted business there. Af-
ter witnessing the Russian pogroms in 1881, Dolitzki became a
member of Hibbat Zion (Love of Zion), a Zionist movement that
was widespread in eastern Europe before political Zionism
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began with the First Zionist Congress in 1897. The Zionist poems
he wrote have been described as “colorless and full of clichés but
nevertheless exude warmth and innocent romanticism.” When
Jews were expelled from Moscow in 1892, Dolitzki was welcomed
to the United States by the small group of maskilim already in the
country. Several volumes of his poetry were published in the doz-
en years after his arrival. In the preface to Shire Menahem (Poems
of Menahem), a collection of Hebrew poems he had written while
in Europe, he acknowledged Israel Fine’s assistance in bringing
his work to the attention of Sigmund Sonneborn. A Baltimore
German Jewish clothing manufacturer and Zionist supporter,
Sonneborn underwrote the publication of this volume.3

Fine was likely acquainted with his contemporary and
landsman Isaac Rabinowitz (1846-1900), who had immigrated to
the United States in 1891, about the same time as Fine. Rabinowitz
published most of his Hebrew songs in Vilna in 1891 in a book
called Zemirot Yisrael (Songs of Israel), a title which Fine later used
for his own work. Fine wrote a poem in memory of Rabinowitz.3!

Fine knew Yiddish and Hebrew writer and scholar
George Selikovitch (1855 or 1863-1926), who was on the editorial
staff of the Yiddish daily, Tageblatt (Daily Newspaper), for
more than a quarter century. Fine was invited to the celebration
of Selikovitch’s jubilee birthday and wrote a poem for the occa-
sion.32

Benjamin Nahum Silkiner was among the poets who were an
entire generation younger than Fine. He is credited with attempt-
ing to modernize Hebrew writing in America and provide
publishing venues for new writers. In 1910 he was part of a group
of poets whose work appeared in Senunit (Swallow), the first an-
thology of Hebrew poetry to appear in the United States. In the
same year, Silkiner published his epic poem, Mul Ohel Timmurah
(Before the Tent of Timmurah) and became the first Hebrew
poet to draw on a specific American theme when he wrote
about the American Indians and their struggles with conquering
Spaniards.3?
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Israel and Minna Fine.
(Courtesy of the National Museum of American History,
Smithsonian Institution.)

Ephraim Lisitzky arrived in the United States at the turn of
the century and, after living in other places, settled in New Orle-
ans in 1918, where he served as director of the community
Hebrew school. During his long career, he was a prolific author of
several narrative poems with legends or episodes of American
Jewish life. He sympathetically portrayed African Americans in
his composition, Be'ohalei Kush (In the Tents of Kush), incorporat-
ing their spirituals and folksongs into his poetry. He, too, wrote
about American Indians in an epic poem, Medurot do’akhot (Dying
Campfires).3*

In 1919, rabbi, Jewish educator, and Johns Hopkins Universi-
ty professor Israel Efros, the youngest example of the “new
generation” of Hebrew poets in Waxman’'s history, became
founder and dean of Baltimore Hebrew College and Teachers
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Training School. During this time, it is unknown if he and Fine
had any relationship. He left the city in 1928 to teach elsewhere,
and then became rector of Tel Aviv University in 1955. Efros, in an
attempt to reflect a wholly American theme in his poetry, also
wrote imaginatively about American Indian life in the Chesapeake
region on the eastern shore of Maryland.?

The small group of American Hebrew writers, many of
whom were based in New York, clung like Israel Fine to a classi-
cal, lyrical mode of writing, suffused with biblical Hebrew. Unlike
him, however, they are remembered for the imaginative verse
they crafted, and each focused at one point on the theme of the
American Indian. According to historian Michael Weingrad, their
“interest in a ‘vanished race’ reflected a range of Jewish national
concerns, from cultural assimilation to the possibility of genocide.
... In the figure of the tragic Indian, these poets could express the
individual immigrant’s sense of impotence, loneliness and belea-
guerment, as well as national outrage before the upheavals of
modern history.”36

Jewish Baltimore

New York City, with its vast immigrant population, was in-
deed the great eye of the whirl of Yiddish writing and culture in
the first decades of the twentieth century. It provided the milieu
for the small group of Hebrew writers who strove to develop their
own epicenter. Yet poets like Ephraim Lisitzky, Israel Efros, and
Israel Fine lived elsewhere. The necessity of earning a livelihood
or seeking to be with relatives and landsmen who had arrived ear-
lier and settled in other cities often dictated immigrants’
settlement patterns. In places like New Orleans, Philadelphia, and
Baltimore, these poets found Jewish communities with syna-
gogues, Zionist groups, Yiddish newspapers, and others
interested in Hebrew letters.

Looking southwest from Baltimore, the southern city with
the largest Jewish population in the first decade of the twentieth
century was New Orleans, where Lisitzky lived from 1918
until his death. In 1907, New Orleans had a general population
of about 300,000 that included a community of 8,000 Jews of
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predominantly German and Alsace-Lorrainian background and
Reform affiliation.3”

In the same year, the estimated Jewish population of Phila-
delphia, just north of Baltimore, was 100,000 in a city with almost
1.5 million individuals. Thousands of eastern European immi-
grants found work there in the sweatshops and factories, many of
which were owned by successful and acculturated German Jews.38
Short-lived Yiddish newspapers and journals attempted to serve
this population, but they were up against the established press of
New York which issued local supplements that appealed to a
range of religious sentiments and political ideologies There were
Hebraists and Zionists like Moshe Katz (1864-1941), David Bear
Tierkel (1874-1948), and Henry Gersoni (1844-1897) among the
immigrants too, but they also looked to New York as the center of
their movement or relocated there.?

In contrast, New York still lacked strong Jewish organiza-
tional leadership in this early period. Many of Philadelphia’s
exemplary German Jewish communal leaders stepped in and
played major roles in founding or influencing a number of nation-
al Jewish organizations including the Jewish Theological Seminary
of America, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, the Jewish Publi-
cation Society, and the American Jewish Committee, among
others. And yet only one of the seven of this Philadelphia Group
declared himself a Zionist.40

Baltimore’s Jewish population in 1907 was estimated to be
about 40,000 in a city with a total population of about a half mil-
lion.4! The four-fold increase in the number of Jews in Baltimore
from 1880 onward was also the result of the massive immigration
of eastern Europeans. They, too, found work in the city’s burgeon-
ing garment industry.

On the eve of this influx, there were six congregations in Bal-
timore that had been created by German and a smattering of
Dutch Jews, who were the first to settle in the city. Baltimore He-
brew Congregation was started in 1829 as a traditional synagogue.
In 1840, its members, who were primarily Bavarian Jews, engaged
Bavarian-born Abraham Rice as the first ordained rabbi to occupy
a pulpit in the United States. Several offshoot synagogues were
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created by members who left the mother congregation. Har Sinai
began in 1842 by those resentful of Rice’s manner of enforcing
tradition and who were interested in modernizing the service and
making other changes that they would determine without rabbin-
ic consent. A charter in 1847 established Hebrew Friendship
(Oheb Israel). In 1853, Oheb Shalom was founded by young men
for whom Baltimore Hebrew was too traditional and Har Sinai too
liberal. These congregations were all part of the Reform camp by
the end of the century. Shearith Israel, where Fine was listed as a
member in 1910 and which remained Orthodox, was the fifth syn-
agogue. It was formed in 1879 from a merger of two smaller
congregations. As Baltimore Hebrew continued to introduce addi-
tional reforms, Jonas Friedenwald led a final breakaway group
that created Chizuk Amuno Congregation in 1871. This congrega-
tion became Conservative in the second decade of the twentieth
century and Fine affiliated there after its move uptown to a new
building close to his home.*2

As noted above, as they gradually acculturated and became
more affluent, the German Jews began to move away from East
Baltimore into the northwest part of the city. “By 1900,” noted
Philip Kahn, “virtually the entire Baltimore German Jewish Com-
munity had moved uptown.”# All but one of the German Jewish
synagogues followed their upwardly mobile members to the
northwest neighborhood and built large edifices in the last decade
of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. The one exception was Oheb Israel whose congregational
leaders refused to relocate. When its members moved away and
joined the other synagogues in the northwest area, eastern Euro-
pean immigrants purchased the downtown building in 1901 and
started their own congregation.

Prominent rabbis served in the German Jewish synagogues
during this period and Israel Fine was a friend and admirer of
several of them. Adolph Guttmacher was rabbi of Baltimore He-
brew Congregation from 1891 to 1915. Charles A. Rubinstein
served Har Sinai Congregation as its spiritual leader from 1898
to 1920. Hungarian-born, German-speaking Benjamin Szold,
the first rabbi of Oheb Shalom, served from 1859 to 1892. He was
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succeeded by William Rosenau who remained in that pulpit until
1940. Shearith Israel was sometimes called “Rabbi Schepsel Schaf-
fer’s shul” for the religious leader who led the congregation from
1893 to 1928. Chizuk Amuno’s first rabbi, Henry Schneeberger
who served from 1876 to 1912, was also the first native-born
American rabbi. In 1920, Riga-born Rabbi Adolph Coblenz and
Russian-born Hazan Abba Weisgal were elected by the congrega-
tion. This signaled the ascendancy of eastern Europeans and
staunch Zionists into important positions of religious leadership
in Baltimore.*>

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, the de-
mand for ready-made clothing for a growing urban population
stimulated the success of the German Jewish merchants. They
were able to expand their retail and manufacturing businesses
with the jobs they provided for the new immigrants who began to
arrive in earnest during this same time. Department stores such as
Hutzlers and Hochschild Kohn, and major clothiers like Henry
Sonneborn & Company and Strouse & Brothers employed thou-
sands of workers—most of them women—and many of them
Russian Jews. Known as “the city that tries to suit everybody,”
Baltimore, as previously mentioned, reached its peak during
World War I as one of the top five centers in the country for cloth-
ing production. By 1915, almost three-quarters of the men’s
garments produced in Baltimore came from Jewish-owned busi-
nesses while half of the city’s clothing workers were Jewish. In the
large “inside shops,” as the factories were called, seven thousand
men’s woolen suits could be manufactured per week.4¢ Lithuani-
an-born Fine participated in this growth. The Fine Building on
West Baltimore Street stood as a testament to his success as a
clothing manufacturer.

While the Jewish immigrants in Baltimore worked hard to
earn a living, they also drew sustenance from literary and cultural
endeavors. They attended lectures by poets such as Morris Rosen-
feld, readings by the likes of Yiddish writer Sholem
Aleichem, and eloquent and stirring lectures by rabbinic leaders
including Judah Magnes and Stephen Wise. Yiddish theater
brought actors and actresses to Baltimore to entertain. Local
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Double page spread with a play on the word “Fine”
from the 1915 business brochure of Israel Fine & Son.
(Courtesy of The Jewish Museum of Maryland, #1992.233.008a.)

publications included the English weekly, The Jewish Comment,
which began in 1895 for the more acculturated, and for the more
recent arrivals, Der Veguayzer (The Guide), which appeared from
1901 to 1910 and was the longest running of the Yiddish newspa-
pers. Ha-Pisgah (Summit), a Hebrew journal, was published in the
city between 1890 and 1892 before relocating to other cities.#”

In the late 1880s, the eastern European maskilim who arrived
in the city formed a Hebrew Literary Society. They advocated re-
placing Yiddish with the language of the Bible. But they also
recognized that English was the language of America. In 1889, the
society joined with local German Jewish leaders to found the Rus-
sian Jewish Night School, which became the most important
cultural institution in East Baltimore. Henrietta Szold, Rabbi Ben-
jamin Szold’s daughter, was the school superintendent from its
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inception until 1893 when she moved to Philadelphia. A pioneer
experiment in adult education, thousands of immigrants success-
fully learned to read and write English and studied geography
and American history in order to become United States citizens.*s
Fine’s involvement in these two organizations is unknown,
but their existence along with Baltimore’s Yiddish and Hebrew
language publications offered the poet several venues for literary
enrichment and interaction with others of the same interest.
Baltimore’s Jews formed a rich Zionist network too, and this
was especially important for Fine. The diverse religious and ideo-
logical views and the range in the socioeconomic distribution of
the community led to a mixed network of societies that devel-
oped, each with its own perspective. The first organized group of
Zionists, Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion), was formed as early as
1889. A second group, Hevrath Zion (Zion Association), had four
hundred members by the time of the First Zionist Congress, held
in Basel, Switzerland, in 1897. Until the Congress ignited the
movement, interest in Zionism was largely local among American
Jews. That may account for the fact that the only American dele-
gate at the First Congress was Rabbi Schepsel Schaffer. On his
return from Basel, thousands flocked to hear him speak at Carl
[presumably Carlin] Hall.# Other groups like Kadima that were
concerned with local problems as well as with the yishuv, Poale
Zion, which advocated a worker’s state in Palestine, Mizrahi,
composed of religious Zionists, the Theodor Herzl Zionistischer
Verein, the first German-speaking Zionist society in the United
States, and Hadassah, the women’s organization founded by Hen-
rietta Szold, who had become exposed to Zionism through her
work with the Russian Jewish Night School, all came into exist-
ence in the city before World War 1. From 1904 to 1918, Dr. Harry
Friedenwald, a member of the prominent Baltimore German Jew-
ish family, served as president of the national Federation of
American Zionists, precursor to the Zionist Organization of Amer-
ica. Aid to Jews overseas helped break down fences between
Russian and German Jews in Baltimore after World War 1. They
banded together to help their brethren in the face of immigration
restrictions at home and the destruction of Jewish areas abroad.5°
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Opposition to the movement primarily came from Jewish
leaders affiliated with classical Reform Judaism but also from
some Orthodox leaders. The former viewed Judaism solely as a
religion without nationalistic aspirations. Their acculturation into
the general population made them fearful of being charged with
dual loyalty. The latter did not see the establishment of a Jewish
home in Palestine as part of “God’s will.”5! In Baltimore, William
Rosenau, successor to Rabbi Benjamin Szold at Oheb Shalom
Congregation and also Fine’s friend, initially supported Zionism
but later joined other prominent German Jewish Reform rabbis
who spoke out against the movement.52

However, prior to the rise of Zionism and the catastrophes of
war, the lines were already blurred between the Uptown and
Downtown Jews. The acculturation of the newer immigrants,
bonds of marriage between their children, shared traditional
religious observances, and the business successes of the newcom-
ers, which enabled them to move to the northwest quadrant
of Baltimore, all contributed to the meshing of German and Rus-
sian Jews. Israel Fine was an example of an individual who
bridged the two groups at several crossings, but especially
through his poetry.

Fine’s Poetry

While he was devoted to family, business, Zionism, and phi-
lanthropy, Fine was also devoted to Hebrew. He collected and
published his poems in 1907 in Neginoth ben-Yehudah along with
English translations of some verse. Mollie Baker, Fine’s daughter,
wrote that he “labored many years, devoting all the time he could
spare from his rest at night and on his drumming trips to the
work, writing on trains and in hotels and whenever an opportuni-
ty offered. The purpose of [his] book,” she noted, “was not to offer
it for sale, but to distribute it to all parts of the world, without cost
to anyone.” And that he did. He saved the acknowledgments he
received from leaders such as Justice Louis D. Brandeis, James
Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore, Lord Balfour, and the German
Kaiser, none of whom could likely read the poems in the origi-
nal.5
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Example of Fine’s bilingual poetry, appearing in Zemirot Yisrael.
Fine wrote this for the April 5, 1925, dedication of
the War Memorial Building in Baltimore.
(Courtesy of Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)
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In 1917 the Baltimore Relief Committee published Fine’s Me-
gilat ‘Ekha ha-hadashah (The New Lamentations). He wrote the
Hebrew and Yiddish texts while Dr. Tobias Salzman provided an
English translation for the narrative dirge of the horrors which
had befallen the Jewish community of Russia under the reign of
the czars and World War I. As a trilingual publication, the pam-
phlet bridged all sectors of the community and enabled the new
immigrants who spoke Yiddish, the maskilim and Zionists who,
like Fine, revered the Hebrew language, as well as the acculturat-
ed German Jews and non-Jews, for whom English was their native
language, to read and sympathize with the victims.5*

In 1930, Zemirot Yisrael, a compilation of Fine’s Hebrew po-
ems with some English translations, appeared. Here Fine included
a list of his poetic and literary publications, the majority of which
appear in his 1907 book and the 1930 compilation. There are no
entries listed for any Hebrew periodicals, so it is possible that his
verse appeared only in his own books and in local publications
such as the Jewish Comment.5>

Several themes run through Fine’s poetry: family, Jewish
personalities and institutions, world Jewish affairs including Zion-
ism, local people and events in Baltimore, and unabashed
patriotism for the United States and its leaders.

Fine memorialized his parents and his two sons who died.
He lamented the death of a grandchild and celebrated the bar
mitzvah of another. Fine responded with anguish to pogroms
in Russia and with a cry for relief for Jewish war refugees in Eu-
rope. He paid tribute to Zionist visionary Theodor Herzl and to
the Zionist effort to find a home for the Jewish people. He com-
posed poems for prominent Baltimore Jewish communal leaders
including Rabbi Szold, Rabbi Rosenau, Jacob Epstein, Harry
Friedenwald, and on the deaths of Szold, Sigmund Sonneborn,
Aaron Friedenwald, and others. Fine wrote poetry for the dedica-
tion of Shearith Israel’s new building on McCulloh Street, the
Orthodox Talmud Torah, Oheb Shalom’s jubilee, the consecration
of the Betsy Levy Memorial Orphan Home, and for the Hebrew
Children’s Sheltering and Protective Association, among others.
Tributes to American political leaders and the centennial of “The
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President Theodore Roosevelt personally
autographed this photograph for Israel Fine.
(As it appears in Zemirot Yisrael, courtesy of Pegqy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)
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Star-Spangled Banner” represented Fine’s many patriotic expres-
sions toward his newly adopted country and its icons.

Fine was typical of other Hebrew poets who also contributed
patriotic verse to the corpus of Hebrew Americana in the decades
before and after the turn of the twentieth century. Gershon
Rosenzweig, in Ha'lvri (The Hebrew), and Avraham ben Meir
Lurya (1838-1918) in his book, Ha-Pa’amon (The Bell), wrote about
the death of President McKinley. Menahem Mendel Dolitzki and
Nahum Meir Sheikovich (1849-1905), whose penname was
Shomer, wrote poems about Theodore Roosevelt, the popular suc-
cessor to McKinley, in the Hebrew journal, Ha-Leomn (The Nation).
Lewis also wrote about the Spanish-American War in his book,
Hofshiyot Kyuba (The Freedom of Cuba).5

After McKinley was assassinated in Buffalo in 1901, Israel Fi-
ne penned a poem describing his murder. Fine alludes to
presidents Lincoln and Garfield who had met with the same fate,
and the poem describes them extending their hands to welcome
McKinley into the afterlife. Fine praised the leader who “freed the
Cuban brave” from Spain.5” The recent Spanish-American War in
which the United States routed Spain from Cuba had ignited pride
in American citizens, Fine among them. In addition, he must have
felt keenly the assassinations of righteous government leaders in
contrast to those of czarist despots by Russian radicals.

In his poem dedicated to the memory of John Hay, Fine
called the secretary of state a “prince of the country” and the
“world’s counsellor,” references to the roles he played in the for-
mation of several treaties and in negotiations over the
construction of the Panama Canal. Using biblical imagery, Fine
described Hay as “a cedar fallen from Lebanon’s heights.” Fine
credited him with interceding on behalf of the Jews of Romania
with his 1902 note to signatories of the 1878 Berlin Treaty, protest-
ing Romania’s restrictions on Jews in violation of that treaty. Hay
was rewarded in the afterworld, penned Fine, “To behold there
the Lord, in His Temple to dwell.”58

Theodore Roosevelt appears to have been Fine’s most be-
loved American statesman. When McKinley was assassinated in
1901, Roosevelt assumed the presidency of the United States, the
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position to which he was elected of his own accord in 1904. One of
Fine’s poems about Roosevelt was written during the election
campaign. On October 24 of that year, the poet organized a dele-
gation of prominent Baltimoreans including Congressman Frank
C. Wachter and Louis Weis, the immigration commissioner, who
called on the White House to present Roosevelt with the Hebrew
poem dedicated to the anniversary of his birth and translated into
English by Fine’s son, Louis.*

In the poem, Fine urged readers to note the approaching elec-
tion and to vote for the hero of San Juan Hill who routed the
Spanish from Cuba during the Spanish-American War. The Re-
publican was also well-known for instigating government
intervention in labor and business affairs for the benefit of the
workers and the public. Although a factory owner, Fine declared
that both merchants and workers had profited from Roosevelt’s
leadership. He credited the president with imposing arbitration to
settle a 1902 coal strike and complimented him for his speaking
out against the Kishinev pogrom of 1903.

A second poem composed on October 27, 1907, Roosevelt’s
birthday, commemorated the conclusion of peace between Japan
and Russia at the end of the Russo-Japanese War. Roosevelt re-
ceived the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906 for his efforts to resolve that
conflict. Fine referred to him as the “Prince of Peace” who quelled
“the thirst for war in nations” and brought peace to Manchuria.
The president, he wrote, was a matnat shamayim (gift of God).0

Fine’s greatest show of patriotism celebrated the one hun-
dredth anniversary of “The Star-Spangled Banner” in 1914 and
coincided with his fiftieth wedding anniversary. He wrote a He-
brew poem and had it written on a parchment scroll to resemble a
Torah.¢* Fine was particularly inspired by love for his adopted
country and appreciative that he had been fortunate to leave Rus-
sia and was not caught up in the world war that enveloped
Europe and created numerous Jewish refugees. While President
Wilson would soon strive to “make the world safe for democra-
cy,” Fine’s poem refers back to the war between the United States
and Britain that began in 1812, and in which Washington and Bal-
timore suffered serious foreign attack. The refrain that is
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interspersed throughout the poem varies slightly between verses.
One chorus reads: “It is a jubilee unto us from a foreign dominion.
The almighty redeemed us. He proclaimed liberty to our nation to
be remembered from generation to generation.”¢2

Fine’s writing won praise and criticism. In “La-Mevakrim”
(For the Critics), Fine wrote, “ke-tarnigolim bi-ashpah mevakrim,
le-hapes biheruzai mikhsholim” (like chickens in the garbage they
[critics] peck to find a missing letter or grammatical [error] in my
rhymes.) Hebrew writer Ephraim Deinard (1846-1930), an acerbic
polemicist who attacked Reform Judaism, Hasidism, and Christi-
anity, played on the words of that poem. He caustically
commented, “vekhol ruah ayn bahem” (there is no spirit in them.)
On Fine’s fears that others would find mistakes in his writing, De-
inard commented, “mevakrim shotim khaeleh aynom ba-
Amerika, hoi Pharoah!” (There is no one foolish enough in Ameri-
ca to bother doing a close reading of his poems!)%

On Fine’s death, Reform Rabbi Rosenau wrote a memorial
that appeared on the editorial page of the Baltimore Jewish Times.
Besides eulogizing his character and charity, the rabbi commented
on his writing:

Israel Fine attuned his lyre in harmony with the keynote sound-
ed by the earlier Psalmists of antiquity and the poets of medieval
times. His meter may not have been always in accord with clas-
sic standards, but nevertheless proved itself delightful in its
newer forms. In alliteration, assonance and rhyme, his poems
abounded. They demonstrated also his marked wealth of vocab-
ulary and his exceptional acquaintance with Scriptures. . . . He
lived in the hearts of people. He was just to all others, although
they may have differed with him in their Jewish preachment and
practice. The non-Jew’s merit, too, he never failed to recognize.%*

The iconic symbol of the American flag on the inside cover of
Fine’s book and on the scroll cover for his “Star-Spangled Banner”
poem likely stimulated the inclusion of the items in exhibits deal-
ing with Jewish history and American patriotism. A byproduct
has been this investigation into learning more about the life and
writing of Israel Fine. What has emerged is an image of Fine as an
example of an eastern European immigrant who adapted and ac-
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culturated in a variety of ways in America yet retained his com-
mitment to Judaism. He became prosperous, charitable, and
accepted by his German Jewish business associates and coreligion-
ists in Baltimore and thus serves as an early representative of the
intertwining of the lives of German and eastern European Jews in
that city. Baltimore also emerges as a community with a rich Jew-
ish cultural life that sustained not only Fine, but others like him.
Like a number of other American Hebrew poets, he was highly
patriotic toward his newly adopted country and its government
and grateful for the freedoms it bestowed on its citizens. This was
entirely compatible with Fine’s Jewish involvement, his support of
Zionism, and the advancement of Hebrew through his writing.
For him and other maskilim, the Hebrew language was indeed “an
object of veneration, a vessel of purity and even divinity”¢ This
Baltimore bard and businessman was both exemplary of and dis-
tinctive among those early Hebrew poets in America whose work
did not advance beyond “ornate writing,” but who nevertheless
kept alive Hebrew culture in their newly adopted country.

NOTES

The transliterations of Hebrew titles were provided by the author and are based on the
romanization used by the Library of Congress, except when not available; otherwise from
other libraries and works, including the Encyclopaedia Judaica. Israel Fine used a variety of
translations and transliterations even for the same work. For ease of identification and to
avoid confusion, this article will use the author’s preferred version, even when Fine’s usage
is within a quotation. The author also wishes to thank Michael Grunberger, Sharon Horo-
witz, and Avi Bieler for their assistance with translations from Hebrew into English. The
author also acknowledges with appreciation Jessica Elfenbein for her insightful paper,
“Uptown and Traditional: A New Take on Baltimore's German Jewish Community” and
Mark K. Bauman for his, “The South to Center Stage: The Origins of Reform Ideology at
Baltimore's Har Sinai and in America” presented June 6, 2006, at the 2006 Biennial Scholars'
Conference on American Jewish History held at the College of Charleston, Charleston, SC.
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3Maxwell Whiteman, “The Fiddlers Rejected: Jewish Immigrant Expression in Philadel-
phia,” in Jewish Life in Philadelphia 1830-1940, ed. Murray Friedman (Philadelphia, 1983), 93.
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