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Changing America – Privileged Memories 

by Allan Levine 
 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE 

 

I have written this partial account of my life for my children and my 

grandchildren.  I want them to know and understand that those who treat people 

like animals or less well, become like animals or less good.  They lose their 

sense of reason, their sense of being, their sense of dignity, and certainly, their 

sense of morality according to my understanding of morality – meaning, 

standing up for the rights of others and opposing oppression. 

 

Since my story of events of thirty - forty years ago are embedded in a history 

that begins over 200 hundred years ago, I do not think that my grandchildren 

have the necessary historical knowledge and background  to comprehend the 

consequences,  effects and  reality of the American scene of the 50’s and 60s. 

 

Therefore, I find it necessary to interject an encapsulated history of slavery, 

blacks,1 and  segregation in the United States.  The blacks who came from 

Africa did not immigrate because they wanted to live in America.  They came 

to America against their will.  They were either kidnapped or bought from 

money-grubbing tribal chiefs and brought to America in chains as slaves and 

sold in slave markets to American whites.   

 

What is a slave market?  Everybody knows what a market place is – malls, 

department stores, mini-markets, grocery stores, toy stores, clothing stores, 

electronics stores, and computers stores -- places you go to buy gadgets, 

clothes, food, toys, computers, books, and other things.  The things you buy 

you can use, and later,  throw away, break, destroy or sell.  If you want to 

throw away a book or toy, these cannot say to you “I like this house, don’t 

throw me away” or “I don’t like this house, I want to be in somebody else’s 

house.”  These are things and things cannot make decisions.   Only their 

owners can make decisions concerning them.  The same was true of slaves.   

These were people who were bought and sold as things, treated like things, and 

not permitted to make decisions about their own lives.   They were bought as 

                                                 
1 A note on terminology and dignity:  In the course of a long process of legal emancipation and social 

change, the way Americans of African descent have referred to themselves has undergone innumerable 

changes.  At the end of the 20th century, “African-American” is perhaps the way most would describe 

themselves, but in the era I am writing about, the term “black” was replacing the term “Negro” at the 

initiative of black people themselves. 
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work machines for masters who most often did not consider them human 

beings. They had no rights to make any decisions about their lives, about what 

they did or did not want to do.  If slaves had children, the children were also 

slaves and could be sold by the owners; even in the matter of their own 

children,  the father or mother had no rights. The mother or father could be sold 

and possibly never again see each other or their children.   

 

Some slave owners were good to their slaves, treated them like human beings 

and even freed them or allowed them to earn their freedom. But this was not 

generally the case.  Most of the American people came to realize that slavery 

was evil and inhuman and eventually, slavery was abolished.  Some of the 

states in America opposed abolishing slavery or freeing slaves and decided to 

break away from the United States and  keep their slaves.  A war,  the 

American Civil War, broke out between the two sides and the side supporting 

the abolishment of slavery won that war and  slavery was abolished. The losing 

side felt cheated.  By losing their slaves, they felt their property had been stolen 

from them. These states still needed blacks to pick cotton and work but now, 

they had to pay them.  Even after the blacks gained their freedom, many 

people, especially in those states that wanted to keep slavery, felt that blacks 

were inferior to whites and wanted to separate them from the whites.  They 

paid them much less for work than they paid the whites, didn’t allow them to 

vote, attend white schools or universities, nor eat at the same restaurants as 

whites or live in the same areas as whites or go to the same schools as whites, 

sit alongside whites, use the same bathrooms or swimming pools or beaches as 

whites or even sit in the same waiting rooms as whites in bus, train or airport 

terminals.  This insulting system was called segregation and continued to exist 

in parts of the United States until the mid-1960s.   

 

The blacks always felt that this system of racial discrimination, segregation and 

denial of equality was inhuman.  Most whites felt the same way, especially 

after World War II during which the Americans fought against the Nazis.  The 

Nazis  believed that the Germans were the “master race” and tried to enslave 

Western European and Eastern European nations.  In the process, they 

murdered Jews, Slavs, gypsies, and many others in order to keep the master 

race “pure”.  If Nazi racism was evil and inhuman, then so is all other racism. 

Whites began to join blacks in their battle for civil and human rights in those 

states where racism remained the state government policy. 
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Source of Values –  

Family Background, Childhood Experiences, and Education 

All of my adult life, I have been active in the struggle for human/civil rights 

and social justice. 

The sources for this passion were my personal experiences as a child and 

youth, my upbringing at home, the profound influence of my congregational 

rabbi, the impact of study of the prophets at rabbinic school, and the impact of 

the Holocaust on my life. 

My Canadian-born parents, Pauline Marks Levine and Harry Levine, had 

attended college but did not complete their studies. My family, during my 

childhood, went through a number of periods of economic hardship.  In the 

early ’40s after not being able to pay the rent for a number of months, we were 

evicted from the house we rented.  During World War II it was impossible to 

find housing.  We were forced to move to an agricultural rural community 

outside of Montreal where we were the only Jewish family in the community 

and I was the only Jewish child in an enormous school.  About a year later, we 

moved back to Montreal.  My mother and I lived with my grandmother and two 

unmarried aunts.   I slept in a bedroom with one of my aunts.  My brother 

Marvin, six years older than me, lived in an apartment with relatives and my 

father lived in a hotel.   

This was the most unhappy time of my childhood.  We knew what poverty was 

about.  Everyone tried their best to be warm with us but each of us knew that 

we were an imposition and an interference in the privacy of others.  Today I 

know we were lucky.  There were many in similar circumstances without 

family willing to sacrifice and take them in.    As a child, that had never 

occurred to me.  All that I understood was that the family was so poor that we 

could not be together.  During this period I think that my brother suffered the 

most.  At least my mother and I lived in the same house.  Then our economic 

situation improved.  Around 1944 my brother saved the day.  He knew of a 

British war refugee family that was returning to Great Britain; we got their 

apartment and were reunited as a normal family. 

We never lived in a “Jewish neighborhood.”  At home I never heard a racist 

remark or disparagement of another person’s religion.  Blacks studying with 

me in my high school class often came to my house to prepare homework.  For 

me, this was part of the normality of my life. 

The environment at home was very different from that of the schools I attended 

and the broader communities in which I dwelt.  Frequently I fell victim to anti-

Semitism.  I felt the pain in my bones and my psyche.  Often I was called “dirty 

Jew” and heard other disparaging remarks from schoolmates and neighbors 

(some of them friends), teachers (both in public school and in high school), 

shopkeepers or just people on the streets.  It was not uncommon for me to be 
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called “Christ killer,” “cheating Jew,” “money-grabbing Jew,” “kike” and to 

hear, “Too bad Hitler didn’t kill all the Jews.”  Anti-Semitic jokes were 

common amongst teachers and friends. 

As I was a young child residing on streets without other Jewish families, my 

neighborhood friends were all non-Jewish.   Most of these friends were not 

anti-Semitic, but sometimes I heard painful remarks.  My best friend’s mother, 

a wonderful human being, once called me aside and told me, “You must go 

home before my husband returns from work.  He does not permit Jews in our 

home.  You can play with Dick [her son] in our house as much as you want 

while my husband is at work, but it will be very bad for Dick and for me if my 

husband finds you here or knows that you have been here.”  Now 60 years later 

I can still visualize the scene and feel the pain, mine, hers, and Dick’s. 

Another type of pain was in my battered bones and bloody bruises from having 

been physically attacked and beaten on my way to school and on the way home 

from school.  Normally these beatings by schoolmates were accompanied by a 

litany of encouragement from the anti-Semitic chorus of the audience of 

onlookers. 

I particularly remember a trauma shared with my father.  My father, a 

salesman, invited me to join him on a four- or five-day sales trip covering well 

over a thousand miles.  Usually we stayed at hotels at night.  One day he 

walked into a very large and famous store with his samples and catalogues.  

After about an hour, he came out beaming with a very substantial order.  The 

store owner shook my father’s hand, said goodbye and said how wonderful it 

was to see his old friend (my father) again.  My father was absolutely elated 

with his warm reception at this store and with his significant sale.   

A few hours later as evening approached, my father – looking for a hotel and 

finding no rooms available – said, “My friend, the owner of that store, has a 

magnificent lodge (rustic hotel).  Let’s go and sleep there.”  As we were 

driving through the sumptuous grounds towards the lodge, I saw a small sign 

on the grass: “No Jews or dogs allowed.”  Either my father didn’t notice the 

sign or he chose not to mention it to me.  We entered the hotel and this same 

friend ran to my father before he could approach the desk, put his arm around 

my father’s shoulder and said to him “I am sorry Harry, but I am sure you 

understand,” and off we went to continue to look for a hotel.  My father was 

clearly hurt, though he did not say a word, but I have never ever forgotten that 

moment. 

In 1950 I worked all summer to earn my second-year university tuition and 

sustenance fees.  Toward the end of the summer, my father suffered a severe 

heart attack, was confined to bed and had to stop working.  At the time, my 

brother was serving in the American army.  I gave all my summer earnings to 

my mother to maintain the household and care for my father.  I did not return to 

university.  About six weeks after the beginning of the first semester, my close 

friend Nahum Gelber came to me and thrust into my hands his summer 

earnings for which he had worked so hard and said words I will always 
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remember: “There is no way that my friend Allan Levine will not finish 

university.”  Without his concern and help, I probably would never have 

finished university nor have pursued my chosen path. 

My own congregational rabbi, Rabbi Harry J. Stern of Temple Emanuel in 

Montreal, Quebec, Canada, was a primary influence in my life.  He imbued me 

with a passion for justice, brotherly love and Zionism.  Although a short man, 

he was a towering influence in my life’s activities.  He not only preached, he 

acted out his views even to the point of leading a workers’ strike for fair wages 

against one of the industrialist members of his own congregation.  He 

personally talked to me about prophets of justice and Zionism, about 

discrimination, about tolerance, and about the Holocaust and its meaning for 

the Jewish people.  He was the foremost advocate of interreligious cooperation 

in Montreal. 

When I went to Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, Ohio, to prepare for the 

rabbinate, I studied with famous professors who instilled within me more of the 

message of the Jewish prophets and of their God’s passion for social justice 

and for compassion, and their antipathy toward exploitation and oppression of 

the stranger, the poor, the widow, the orphan and the workers.  For me, Jewish 

identity, holiness, justice and the prophetic message were synonymous with 

Judaism and what the Lord God requires of man.  Study, knowledge and 

Jewish practice could only be fulfilled and realized if the prophetic message 

was taken seriously and acted upon.  The same was true for much of rabbinic 

literature. 

You will find some relevant  prophetic and rabbinic excerpts that have 

profoundly influenced me in Appendix 1 (pages 52-57).  

*   *   * 

My studies of the prophets interfaced dramatically, painfully, and inseparably 

with my studies concerning the Holocaust, particularly in discussions with 

other students, some of whom were Holocaust survivors.  Every morning at 5 

AM, I walked and talked together with my most revered Professor Rabbi Leo 

Baeck, who was a Holocaust survivor.  All these discussions with students, 

Holocaust survivors, and professors affected my life with the full force of an 

earthquake.  I understood fully the meaning and price of the “conspiracy of 

silence” on the course of modern Jewish history.  Buckets of tears and sharing 

the suffering of others don’t change a community, a nation or the world that 

allows itself to be mesmerized into unconsciousness. 

While still a student at Hebrew Union College (rabbinic school), I began to 

formulate the concept that a rabbi’s life required living the precepts as a 

prerequisite for preaching them.  This created a problem in the reality world of 

a rabbi, as I was soon to learn in my first congregation in Bradford, 

Pennsylvania. 

A rabbi living the precepts of Judaism was, more often than not, a community 

embarrassment or a “no-no” for either the congregation or the community at 
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large.  Oft-times what was living Judaism for me, was for them “mixing 

religion and politics,” “stirring up the antagonism of the neighbors,” “creating 

scandal for the Jewish community” or “igniting latent anti-Semitism.” 

 

Bradford, PA: My First Congregation 

My reality world as a rabbi began in Bradford Pennsylvania, a small town of 

around 16,000 with a congregation of fewer than 100 Jewish families, some of 

whom lived 50-60 miles away.  Bradford was one of the first oil towns in 

America, but the oil had dried up long before my arrival. It was a friendly town 

with the Jews well integrated into the community: merchants, shopkeepers, 

doctors, lawyers, engineers, teachers, workers, manufacturers, junk iron and 

steel dealers, unemployed and retired people.  There was a small, wonderful 

group of children from infancy to high school age; college students had to go 

out of town to study at university.   

There had once been three synagogues – Orthodox, Conservative and Reform.  

I was the first permanent rabbi of the amalgamated synagogue.  We had 

Reform services on Friday night and Orthodox services on Saturday morning.  

We had a 2-day-a-week religious school, which included the teaching of 

Hebrew.  My wife and I were the only Hebrew teachers.  Aside from services, 

sermons, Hebrew school and ceremonies from birth to death, my being the only 

rabbi within a 60-mile radius meant that I was called upon to speak to 

churches, civic clubs, police and firemen, and to make hospital visits, not just 

to Jews but to their non-Jewish friends whom I knew.  I was a member of the 

Interfaith Ministerial Association and some of the civic clubs.  In addition to all 

this I was appointed a “judge” to a tribunal that acted as a juvenile court of 

non-record.  I was also appointed a chaplain of the state psychiatric hospital, 

about 30 miles away. 

The Jewish community actively participated in all facets of the life of the 

broader community.  Every member of the congregation had many non-Jewish 

close friends.  We even had one non-Jewish family who sent their little girl to 

Hebrew school because they thought it was important for her to know about 

other people.  It seemed like an idyllic situation.  No overt anti-Semitism, 

except at the country club, the city club and the literary club which had closed 

their membership to Jews.  These clubs were populated by all the wonderful 

people who were close, intimate family friends of the members of the 

congregation.  The non-Jewish friends clearly were uncomfortable about this 

situation.  I advised my congregants to privately tell their close non-Jewish 

friends how offensive this was to the Jewish community and how personally 

painful and insulting it was to them.  Their friends were good people.  It took a 

few years, and some threats of resignation from the club by the non-Jewish 

friends, to change the situation and open the doors, which happened after my 

departure from Bradford. 
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The Freedom Rides: 1961 

One evening in June of 1961 while I was watching the television news, I saw 

that a freedom ride bus – a bus carrying passengers who were attempting to 

integrate interstate transportation facilities – had been burned.  I was 

traumatized.  Immediately I called the organization sponsoring the freedom 

ride, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and asked if I could help.  The 

next day I flew to New York, went to the CORE office and started to organize 

a “ministerial freedom ride” (for clergy).  After making 50-60 telephone calls, 

we had a group of about 20 ministers and rabbis (of the twenty, five were 

rabbis).  CORE also recruited additional civic leaders and academics for the 

ride.   

The primary purpose of the ministerial freedom ride was to test bus terminals, 

which serve interstate passengers, to see if their facilities were serving all 

passengers, black and white, in accordance with federal law (which governs 

interstate travel), meaning that all the services supplied must be integrated and 

not segregated.  Federal law permits no racial or religious discrimination in 

interstate travel.  This applies to restaurants, waiting rooms, rest rooms 

(toilets), and water fountains in all bus stations and airports that service buses 

and passengers travelling from one state to another. Federal law supercedes all 

state and city laws.   

All of us knew, before we embarked on our freedom rides, that we would be 

going through cities and states that openly violated these laws.  The only way 

to rectify the situation was to test facilities in these cities and states and to be 

arrested and then finally to prove in federal courts that these cities and states 

were violating federal law.  The problem was that all trials begin in city courts 

before city court judges and then go to county courts to be heard by county 

court judges before they get to the federal courts on appeal, thus lengthening 

the process. 

The secondary purpose of the ministerial freedom ride was to teach church and 

synagogue members that ministers and rabbis don’t just preach about human 

rights, but rather that they are willing to act on their religious beliefs in order to 

ensure human rights (in this case the rights of blacks).  These goals, and how to 

react to violence with nonviolent tactics, were to be taught at an orientation in 

preparation for the freedom ride. 

I returned to Bradford and called for a meeting with the president and a few 

other officers of my congregation.  I informed them of my intention to go on a 

freedom ride that I had organized; I explained the purposes of the freedom ride, 

and that there were dangers involved; and stressed that I was not asking for 

their permission since, on matters of conscience, I and I alone decide for 

myself.  My conscience belongs to me, not to the board or the congregation.  

They were stunned.  Some wished me good luck, others just shook my hand.  

Someone asked about a wedding at which I was to officiate and I promised that 



 11 

they need not worry, that I would be there for the wedding.  In truth I think 

they were much more worried about my safety than anything else. 

On June 12, 1961 we conducted an orientation in Washington to review the 

purposes of the freedom ride and prepare participants to use nonviolent 

methods in general and, in particular, in the face of violent responses to our 

nonviolent activities.  Dr. Ralph Abernathy – vice president of the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference and Dr. Martin Luther King’s associate –

came to visit and talk with us. 

June 13th:  Before we left Washington, we contacted the FBI and local police to 

submit our detailed itinerary and asked them to arrange for our protection and 

security throughout the freedom ride.  We then called major newspapers and 

news services, gave them our itinerary, and spelled out our purposes, and 

assured them that our conduct would be nonviolent in any and every situation 

we might face. We left Washington accompanied by police escort. As I 

remember it, when we left one state and came to another, a different police 

escort was on hand to accompany us. 

Raleigh, North Carolina:  Raleigh was our first major test and happily we had 

no problems.  At the terminal, black and white together, we ate lunch.  We 

were well received by black and white clergy.  Our first test was successful and 

peaceful and we as a group were elated. 

June 14th  – Sumter, South Carolina: June fourteenth is a holiday in America:  

Flag Day.  Because it was a holiday, people were not at work.  When we 

arrived at the Evans Motor Court, a threatening mob, full of hatred, was 

waiting for us.  When one sees a hate-filled mob, one does not see faces.  There 

is only one face: the face of rabid hate.  Because of the holiday, the mob 

swelled and voices shouted racist epithets and threats at us.  Then one of the 

mob screamed, “I have got a snake.  I am dying to throw it at them nigger-

lovers.”  The owner of the Evans Motor Court refused to allow us to enter for 

lunch.  He informed us that his was a private establishment, not a terminal, and 

that he was not subject to the provisions of the Supreme Court.  “We have been 

segregated,” he told us, “and that is the way we are going to stay.”  The sheriff 

warned us: “You heard the man.  I’ll die before I let you cross this door.”  

These words, by a status-filled state or county official on Flag Day, sounded 

like a clarion call to the brave to stand firm and fight for their flag – when the 

flags in view on buildings, cars, and trucks were Confederate flags. The crowd 

became a frenzied mob. It was a chilling sight and we were in fear for our lives. 

We made a hasty retreat to our bus. 

One must remember that these were violent times and that these were violent, 

hate-filled people. We were petrified.  None of us answered.  Our mission was 

to test federal interstate travel laws at public terminals, so we moved on to the 

Greyhound terminal in Sumter, South Carolina and integrated it.  After meeting 
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with local ministers at a black church, we prayed together, reciting Psalm 23: 

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of shadow of death, I will fear no evil, 

for Thou art with me.”  But in truth, many of us, seeing the mob at the Evans 

Motor Court, feared the evil and felt that death could be nearby.  

June 15th, 4:00 AM – Savannah, Georgia:  We stopped at Savannah with some 

trepidation.  We had been previously warned that it could be dangerous or at 

least unfriendly.  We had been told that this area was a stronghold of the Ku 

Klux Klan (an old, established, racist quasi-underground organization).  But 

our misgivings turned into elation.  It was an unforgettable thrill to walk into 

the terminal and see the “white” and “colored” signs covered over with fresh 

white paint.  The racial signs had disappeared and we completed all our tests 

successfully and unhindered.  We, black and white together, used the rest 

rooms. Black and white sat together, in what a few hours previously had been 

an all-white waiting room, and then we sat together at the lunch counter.  We 

did it.  We integrated the Savannah terminal. 

June 15th Jacksonville, Florida:  At breakfast time we arrived in Jacksonville, 

Florida where we integrated the interstate facilities without threats and without 

danger. This was the first time in that restaurant that whites and blacks dined 

together for breakfast.  The staff was courteous and friendly on this inaugural 

occasion, and again we were ecstatic. 

June 15th – Tallahassee, Florida:  Tallahassee was entirely different from 

Jacksonville.  There were two different groups there, awaiting ours.  The black 

group was friendly, the white group was threatening.  There were some threats, 

and force used to eject the black and white ministers from the bathrooms.  The 

police removed the white bullies and then blacks and whites ate together at the 

lunchroom for the first time.  The white waitresses refused to serve the 

integrated group, so blacks were brought in to serve instead.  For the most part 

we succeed in testing and integrating the Tallahassee bus terminal. 

I had to leave the group of freedom riders to fly back to my congregation in 

Pennsylvania to officiate at a marriage ceremony I had committed myself to 

perform.  I learned that my freedom ride colleagues had been arrested at the 

Tallahassee air terminal for “unlawful assembly,” meaning that blacks and 

whites had attempted to have a cup of coffee together at the airport terminal in 

accordance with America’s federal interstate transportation law.  I regretted not 

being there to support my colleagues.  They were arrested, found guilty and 

jailed, and then released on bond, pending appeal. 

The whole thing was a roller coaster; when we expected good, sometimes we 

encountered bad, and vice versa. To involve yourself in this sort of thing was to 

have to be prepared to face the unexpected; i.e., it’s best not to have 

expectations and be prepared for whatever comes.  The only preparation was 

not to react violently, no matter what. See Appendix 2 (pages 58-60). 
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When I returned home, I received a large number of telephone calls of support 

from my congregants and congregants from the Christian community.  

Apparently everybody followed the story in the press, radio and television.  A 

few of my congregants were cool toward me, but the local Christian churches 

as well as churches throughout the area in Pennsylvania and New York states 

invited me to discuss the issues with them.  This made my congregants very 

happy, for my acceptance by the broader community seemed to them to signify 

that they too were accepted.  I wondered aloud with my congregation about this 

attitude.  I never heard even a hint from any non-Jew that the community was 

not accepted.  The truth was that the Jewish community was highly regarded, 

even loved by the non-Jewish community irrespective of who their rabbi was.  

Yet, the Jewish community did not feel all that secure.  This was, in my 

opinion, irrational thinking.   

I should make clear that, as a matter of principle, I never, ever accepted 

payment for my speaking engagements, for appearances, or for officiating at 

any ceremony. I did not believe that it was dignified. I made this clear when I 

began working for the congregation.  This remained my principle all my years 

in the active rabbinate.  However, if someone wanted to give me a check made 

out to the Congress of Racial Equality, I would gladly forward it to CORE. 

*   *   * 

Close to a month later, I received a call from James Farmer at CORE saying 

that Dr. Martin Luther King wanted an experienced freedom rider to join the 

“Mission to Mississippi Conference” at Tougaloo Southern Christian College 

on July 20th.  The raison d’être for this conference was to carry out a mission of 

witness and reconciliation in connection with the freedom riders.  The 

conference would include “visits to leaders of the Jackson community – 

newspaper editors, law enforcement officials, clergy and terminal managers to 

exchange views and interpret the conference to them,” and finally “formulation 

of plans for action and a statement.” 

Farmer suggested my name and asked me to call King’s office if I agreed. I 

immediately did so, heard more information, and gave them a positive answer. 

Once again, I met with my congregation’s president and one other board 

member and simply announced that I was going.  They did not display any joy 

over my announcement, but did express genuine concern for my safety and 

welfare. Since they already knew my position in matters of conscience, I didn’t 

reiterate it.  I truly appreciated and welcomed their concern.  We talked for 

about an hour and then, with a heavy sigh, they wished me luck.  

 

Family and Conscience 

 My sweet and loving wife’s sigh was even heavier, and was accompanied by 

tears and a question: “You say you are going because you have a moral 

responsibility; what about a moral responsibility for your wife and two children 
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[ages 4 and 2]?”  I could feel her anguish and fear.  I knew that her question 

was just and right, and I had no satisfactory answer.   

Ours was a genuine love affair.  Both our families had been less than sanguine 

about our marriage.  We had met in Israel. Suzy’s mother and father, who lived 

in Morocco, preferred somebody they knew, a professional earning a good 

living who could provide her with a good and secure life.  In 1956, when I 

called from Israel to talk to my widowed mother in Montreal, to inform her that 

I was getting married to an African (meaning North Africa), my mother’s 

reaction was: Couldn’t I find somebody suitable in Montreal?  Was she Jewish?  

Was she white?  I understood this as a simple question rather than as a racist 

remark, for I knew that my mother didn’t have a racist bone in her body.  She 

was worried about what others would think or say.  She also was concerned 

about whether I could afford to get married.  After all, I was still a student at 

Hebrew Union College and not earning a livelihood.   

Suzy and I could not understand our parents’ concerns.  We were in love and 

we wanted to get married, and it seemed that we had to fight the world to get 

there.  Ultimately, both families assented and we were married in Israel in June 

of ’56. When Suzy arrived in North America in August of ’56, she neither 

spoke nor understood a word of English. In Cincinnati, she attended a course 

for new immigrants and studied English.  

 

In 1961, on the day she raised the question of my moral responsibility, she had 

lived in America less than five years, she spoke only broken English, had two 

children, and lived in a land still strange to her, with ways to which she was 

just beginning to adjust. There was nothing I could say to placate her. In my 

heart I knew she was right. Yet, at the same time, in my heart I knew that if in 

Germany and other countries, good people had stood up and struggled for 

justice, instead of remaining silent for whatever good and logical reasons, the 

Holocaust might have been averted or at least its magnitude lessened. 

Today, I would have given a different answer arising out of my life’s 

experience over the intervening years.  For now I know that most questions of 

moral responsibility do not involve choices between Right and Wrong.  That is 

too easy.   

Life is existential.  The real moral choices are often between Right and Right, 

or between Wrong and Wrong, or between Good and Better or between Bad 

and Worse.  These are all much more difficult choices.  In 1961, I just knew: I 

had to do it.   

 

With a heavy heart weighted down by my burden of guilt, I departed from my 

weeping wife and children and headed by airplane to Jackson, Mississippi, the 

heartland of racism and violent segregation, to join Dr. Martin Luther King and 

the group that had been assembled.  We walked the campus of Tougaloo 

Southern Christian College and met each other.  Amongst the 30 people who 
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had gathered together, there were three rabbis.  The other two were from the 

San Francisco area.  Actually, a Bay Area group had initiated this mission.  

There were a number of university academics, a retired judge, and black and 

white ministers.  I think that almost all had been actively involved in the 

struggle for social justice.  We then convened into a meeting room and Dr. 

Martin Luther King addressed us and we all joined in to discuss his plan.   

 

We were to divide into a number of ad hoc committees to meet with local 

leaders as mentioned above in order to discuss the possibility of reconciliation 

and to explain the nonviolent moral nature and purposes of the freedom rides.  

My committee was to meet with the editor of the largest newspaper in Jackson, 

Mississippi.   

 

The editor, one of the most influential personages in the city, greeted us 

cordially but refused to seriously discuss reconciliation.  He said that we didn’t 

understand the problems and that we would do a better service to the nation if 

we all went back to our respective communities and cleaned up our own local 

mess.  The meeting lasted about half an hour and remained friendly and polite.  

As far as he was concerned, there was no need for reconciliation.  The blacks 

were happy in his community and they had no problems in race relations.  Each 

community knew its place and everything was tranquil until troublemakers like 

us came and stirred up all kinds of problems.  Since no real problem existed, 

there was nothing to talk about.   

 

To say the least, it was a frustrating meeting.  We had entered with high hopes 

and were dismissed with empty slogans and platitudes.  The other committees 

had similar experiences.   

 

After hearing all the reports, Dr. King suggested the following.  We should 

divide into two subgroups.  One group would in effect become freedom riders 

and test the segregated dining facilities at the airport, and the other group 

would go to the already integrated waiting room and witness our arrest. Then 

six people from the second group would fly to Washington to meet with 

Attorney General Robert Kennedy and the acting chairman of the Interstate 

Commerce Commission, Mr. Rupert Murphy, to describe our illegal arrest as 

we were trying to drink coffee and have something to eat at a major interstate 

air terminal.  Our arrest would be a clear violation of federal law.  The 

remainder of the group was to return to their destinations. 

 

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.:  a Beacon of Calm 

Martin Luther King, though not tall, was somehow a giant standing above the 

crowd like the Eiffel Tower over Paris.  Where did that power of his come 

from?  To sit with him in discussion was to experience a thoughtful, quiet calm.  

He never took a cheap shot.  He was never interested in heating up the 

atmosphere nor in exacerbating hatred.  He gave us the feeling that hatred 
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stunted the mind.  Reconciliation could allow the brain to function differently, 

and to really see the other person’s need.  One makes different decisions when 

one’s mind and decision-making are not suffocated by blind hatred or fear.  His 

mission was to remove both.  He instilled courage instead of fear in the young, 

and taught that with courage and a vision of a better world for all, one can 

overcome hatred.  That is why he always struggled for reconciliation and 

nonviolence as the only means of bringing about real change, for blind hatred 

on either side (or both sides) prolongs hostility, making lasting solutions 

impossible. 

How can calm and power coexist so peacefully in one soul? I wondered, and 

still wonder.  I think that calm and strength arose out of his confidence in an 

inner vision of the better that lies ahead.  Somehow I felt that, at the beginning 

of the tunnel, he could with clarity see its end, where the darkness turns into 

light.  Maybe it is that inner, calm, dauntless vision of the better that is ahead 

that gave us all the strength to make it happen. 

I think King turned to Farmer because he wanted a seasoned freedom rider with 

the test group. He appointed me to head the group and speak on its behalf when 

addressed by the police.  He wanted to be sure that there be no violent 

provocations on our part, nor violent responses to violent provocations by the 

police.  He made it crystal clear that this was to be a nonviolent act on our part, 

no matter what the police or others might do or say. 

At the airport, our test group immediately walked down the corridor proceeding 

toward the dining facility.  Suddenly we were halted by a group of policemen.  

The officer in charge ordered us to stop in our tracks and go back. I said, 

“Officer, we are hungry and thirsty. We are going to the dining room.”  He 

said, “No, you are not.”  I said, “We are hungry and we want to have coffee 

and eat,” and then we took a few steps and he stopped us again and told us to 

leave.  “Why leave?  We all have plane tickets to fly soon,” I said, and I 

showed him my air ticket.  “We want to eat and drink before we fly.”  Again he 

stopped us and told us to leave.  I asked, “Why?”  “Because you are inciting a 

riot.”  I replied, “Sir, only you – the police – and we are here, there are no 

spectators or any other people, whom are we going to incite to riot?”  We took 

a few more steps.  “You move forward again and I will arrest you all.”  We all 

moved forward and he said, “You are all under arrest.” 

We were taken outside and thrust into a long narrow vehicle with one long 

bench on each side.  It was the type of vehicle that delivers prisoners to jail or 

prison.  With a siren going, he drove very fast and when he came to a stop sign 

or a light, he suddenly stopped and all of us fell onto the floor.  This scenario 

repeated itself a number of times.  On arrival at the jail, all our possessions 

were taken away and put into envelopes.  We were allowed to make one phone 

call.  I called my wife to inform her of our arrest and told her not to worry.  Our 

jailers then had us fill out cards with our personal details, including our 

occupation, then each of us was brought before a detective for a private 
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interrogation.  My detective began with a question: “Rabbi, are you Jewish?”  I 

smilingly replied that I was. Then he courteously tried to explain to me that I 

simply did not understand the problems in Mississippi.   

There were many, many Africans in Jackson, he explained.  They are different 

than we are.  “How?” I asked.  “In terms of basic intelligence and education,” 

he explained, trying to find a way to make me understand.  The whites did not 

want their children mixing with blacks in schools, buses, or restaurants, 

because maybe they would become close friends.  “What’s wrong with that?” I 

asked.  

“Well, maybe they will end up marrying an African.  Rabbi, would you marry 

an African?”   

“I did,” I replied (my wife was born in North Africa).   

He looked at me – stunned, angry, and disgusted.  His charm and geniality 

turned into hatred, which I was to feel later on.  We had to be fingerprinted and 

have mug shots taken (photographs, full face and profile, wearing an ID 

number).  The normal procedure for fingerprinting is for the policeman, in this 

case the same detective who had interviewed me, to take each finger, press it 

gently to an ink pad and then press it neatly onto the fingerprint card.  In my 

case it was different: He raised each finger as high in the air above my head as 

was possible, and then viciously slammed the finger down on the ink pad with 

all of his force.  He wanted to break my fingers.  Luckily he did not succeed, 

but it was painful and frightening.  This brought home to me all too vividly that 

where hatred and power merge there is unbridled cruelty.  This cruelty was 

relived again and again in other social action events in which I was involved. 

 

In Jail in Jackson, Mississippi 

We were brought to our cells, each of which had a toilet and a sink, no glass at 

the window and no light.  We talked, since none of us could sleep, even though 

we were totally exhausted.  A short time later we heard footsteps.  Our cell 

door opened and a young man of college age entered our cell.  He looked 

around the cell with some apprehension and said, “Hi, my name is Joel 

Greenberg.”  Both Rabbi Joseph Gumbiner and I introduced ourselves, and the 

young man’s trepidation immediately turned to joy.  Imagine a young Jewish 

freedom rider finding himself in jail and in the same cell with two rabbis who 

were also freedom riders.  We introduced him to our colleagues; everyone was 

warm and friendly; we were like family.   

Then we started to hear screams, threats, and the sound of someone beating on 

the bars a few cells away.  A man was yelling, “Where are those nigger-

lovers?! When I get my hands on them, I am going to kill them!”  These and 

other threatening statements were shouted at us from the dark.  To say the least, 
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these shouts and threats were disconcerting, at best, and at worst, terrifying.  

By morning we were used to them. 

We had no towels, no change of clothes, no hot water.  We washed ourselves 

with cold water and shook ourselves dry in front of the open barred window, 

and then got dressed again in the smelly, dirty clothes in which we had 

perspired for well over 24 hours.  We had no combs, hairbrushes, shaving 

equipment, belts, or ties.  We looked dirty and unkempt and soon we would be 

going to trial looking like criminals, which is exactly the way they wanted us to 

look.  While walking down the corridor, a prisoner called me over to his cell 

and whispered, “I want you to know that I am with you guys all the way.”  It 

was the same prisoner who had screamed threats all night long. 

I was brought into the courtroom.  Suddenly the newspaper editor whom I had 

interviewed the day before walked into the courtroom, waved at me and 

shouted, “Hiya, Rabbi!”  I waved back.   

Justice was swift.  I was charged with breach of the peace.  The police 

presented their case: They had been forced to arrest us, to save the city from the 

riot we were trying to precipitate.  I explained to the court that there had been 

absolutely no one in the area except the police and our group. We had been 

hungry and wanted to eat at the restaurant. I had an airline ticket back to 

Bradford.  “Who was there to incite?” I asked.   

My lawyer was a black man. The judge constantly used his first name when 

addressing him, whereas everyone else was addressed as “Mister.”  If my 

lawyer jumped up to object to anything, he was told by the judge to sit down 

and keep quiet and not to speak unless he was spoken to.  The judge never once 

allowed my lawyer to object.  He never even had an opportunity to explain his 

objection.  It was not a fair trial. 

Even though I felt confident that the police had no case whatsoever and that 

there was no way that they could convict me, I was found guilty and sentenced 

to two months in jail.  My lawyer arranged bail, my possessions were returned 

and I was released on bail, pending appeal.  I was embarrassed by the way my 

lawyer, a wonderful and learned human being, was treated by the court.  He 

told me that this was the way things went for him every time in court.  I called 

home to tell my wife that I had been released. My young son Romi grabbed the 

phone from her and asked me, “How was it in jail, Daddy?”  Suzy didn’t know 

that he knew, or how he knew.  My lawyer and I had breakfast together and I 

flew home. See Appendix 3 (pages 61-64). 

My wife was crying and completely unraveled.  My experience was much more 

unsettling for her than it had been for me.  Suzy had told my mother and two 

aunts, who visited from Montreal during my absence, that I was away on 

business. They had no knowledge whatsoever of these dangerous activities or 

of my incarceration, even though the story was constantly mentioned on the 

radio.  My wife went to the supermarket to buy provisions for the house and 

was met by a wall of silence. The few members of the congregation who 
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snubbed her, literally turned their backs on her purposely, avoiding her 

altogether.  This hurt her deeply.  These were “close friends.”  Suzy’s pain was 

so deep even though many neighbors and congregants, on hearing the news, 

called to express support for what I was doing and offer whatever help was 

needed.   The damage was done and nothing said by many wonderful people 

could alleviate my wife’s suffering inflicted by those congregants who 

remained silent. 

I received tremendous support from the area clergy of all denominations, 

usually accompanied by invitations to address their congregations.  Many of 

them told me that they would have joined me in such ventures but knew that 

their congregational boards would never permit it. 

In the meantime press releases from Mississippi reported that noncitizens and 

foreigners were involved in these illegal demonstrations, but my name was the 

only one mentioned (at the time I was a Canadian citizen, although an 

American resident). I had known that this was likely to happen and that it 

would not be pleasant, but it did not deter me.  I must say how proud I was of 

the United States. No official of the Federal Government at any time raised the 

question or hinted that this would pose a problem for me.  It could have been a 

problem, but I knew in my heart that I had never violated any federal law.  

Some months later, at a public dinner in Bradford, I sat at the head table beside 

one of the highest state officials.  I think, but I am not sure (almost 40 years 

later), that she was the State Attorney General.  To my surprise, without any 

previous mention on my part, she knew of my activities and told me that I 

enjoyed her complete moral support and that she would never allow 

Mississippi to extradite me to serve my sentence.  I thanked her but told her 

that I knew that the Mississippi local authorities thought I was breaking local 

law; at the same time, I knew that I was upholding the law of the United States 

of America and that, if for any reason the Supreme Court did not overturn my 

conviction, I would return to serve my jail sentence because that is what 

nonviolent freedom rides were all about. 

At the High Holidays services on Yom Kippur day, I announced that in ten 

months’ time my family and I would leave the congregation.  I confessed 

failure in my ability to satisfactorily convey the real meaning of Judaism, of 

Jewish values, even though I had preached and taught courses on the subject.  

But I found out all too personally and painfully that some congregants were 

more concerned with how they thought their non-Jewish neighbors would react 

to my activities rather than what the Jewish tradition, including the teachings of 

the prophets, had taught about God’s demand for justice and human rights.  I 

felt that I had not succeeded in clarifying which should be their religious 

priorities.  I thought these were well in keeping with their civic priorities.   

The congregation was stunned.  Truly we were loved by them and appreciated 

by the community at large.   
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On Trial in Mississippi 

In the meantime I was called back to Mississippi for an arraignment for the 

next trial.  Dr. King asked his lawyer, William Kuntsler, to see that I sat beside 

King in court at the arraignment.  It was a wonderful opportunity for me to be 

with King again.  We talked about many things and then, when my turn came, 

my trial was set for a Friday.  I asked the judge to change the date, since Friday 

night was our Shabbat and I wanted to be with my congregation to officiate at 

services.  The judge readily agreed and changed the date.  A great many people 

were arraigned that day.   

Unfortunately for me, newspapers throughout the country chose to report that 

Rabbi Allan Levine of Bradford, Pennsylvania had his trial date changed so 

that he could officiate at Sabbath services with his congregation. 

Two months later when my appeal was heard at the county court, part of the 

Mississippi state court system, the original verdict was upheld and my sentence 

was increased from two months to four. Again I was released on bail pending 

further appeal. 

In November or December of 1961, a famous Southern Jewish humorist and 

human rights advocate, the editor and publisher of the Carolina Israelite, Harry 

Golden, wrote a satiric vignette about me.  The story, though not every detail, 

was true.  Governor Nelson Rockefeller’s son-in-law was a freedom rider and a 

few weeks after my own excursion, he was arrested.  The news of his arrest 

eased my plight with my congregation but we were never together in the same 

cell.  Humor can certainly change the emotional climate. 

 

How Rockefeller's Son-In-Law "Saved" the Rabbi of Bradford 

 Rabbi Levine of Bradford, Pennsylvania, joined a contingent of 

freedom riders and was arrested along with the protesting Negroes at 

Jackson, Mississippi.  The rabbi posted a $500 bond and returned to his 

(Reform) congregation at Bradford. 

 And it was not too pleasant.  Some of the members of the 

congregation were not too pleased with their rabbi's "crusading", and 

even his close friends seemed to be less than enthusiastic, ("what does 

he want to get mixed up with the Schwartzes for?").  But suddenly the 

press reported that Governor Nelson Rockefeller's son-in-law was in the 

same group that was arrested at Jackson, Mississippi.  As a matter of 

fact Rockefeller's son-in-law had been in the same cell with the rabbi. 

 A son-in-law of Rockefeller?  What yichus this is, this is what we 

call in football the very best kind of "running interference".  

Immediately the rabbi's status took a turn for the better, the best, in fact.  

Now the members of the congregation of Bradford were very proud of 

their rabbi, especially when Christian clergymen of Bradford joined in 

lauding Rabbi Levine; and the rabbi's mother was on the phone telling 

all and sundry how her son, the rabbi, was arrested along with the son-
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in-law of John D. Rockefeller's grandson, Nelson Rockefeller, kein-a-

horra.  Only in America. 

 Ah, if Rockefeller only had a dozen sons-in-law think of how 

many Jews would be saved. 

Congregants pressured us to remain in Bradford but our decision was final and 

both Suzy and I were adamant.  To this day I feel close to and continue our 

warm friendship with our former congregants in Bradford.  Meanwhile, most 

prominent were my activities with the youth of my congregation with whom I 

frequently went out of town to other communities to meet with Jewish youth of 

their age group from other congregations from Cleveland to Toronto, including 

Erie, Pennsylvania; Buffalo and Rochester, New York; Akron, Ohio; and 

Niagara Falls.  This broadened their horizons and galvanized their religious 

views and experiences.  Usually there were three such conclaves a year with 

one huge one during the summer in Ontario, Canada. 

A number of months later, I received a telephone call from Rochester, New 

York.  The person on the line said that she had heard about me through her 

daughter and other youth who attended conclaves and camp sessions.  She 

invited me to Rochester to interview for the position of rabbi at their 

congregation.  

It seemed to be a love relationship at first sight.  I met with the rabbinic search 

committee and had a freewheeling discussion of Judaism, youth work, 

education, Jewish values etc…  They told me about their congregational 

priorities, which were not different than mine.  I told them that I would want a 

3-day-a-week compulsory Hebrew school.  They agreed.  They were well over 

100 families with a large religious school with many qualified and gifted 

teachers.  I think that on the spot they wanted me to say yes.  I said, “Wait a 

minute, I want you to know that I have a 4-month jail sentence in Jackson, 

Mississippi hanging over my head and that I will serve it if it is not overturned 

by the Supreme Court.  I also want you to know that the Jewish message of 

social justice for all is high among my personal priorities and I will be active 

on these issues in our city in particular and more broadly in the United States in 

general.”   

I also informed them that, on issues of moral conscience, I would never seek 

congregational permission for my decisions, but would always be open to a 

personal dialogue with individuals of the congregation or the entire 

congregation.  I also discussed with them the possibilities as to differences of 

opinion between individual congregants and me.  I made absolutely clear that 

such differences of opinion are healthy and that I make no demands that people 

should agree with me.  All I requested is that if they disagree with me or I with 

them, that we should freely discuss the merits of the issue and that if we 

continued to disagree, that we would continue to respect each other as friends 

and never internalize or personalize a disagreement over issues or principles.  

Furthermore, I said that I would never accept a contract since I was sure that 

both their word and mine could be trusted. 
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On principle, I told them, I would never divide the congregation; to this day, I 

don’t believe that a rabbi should ever divide a congregation.  If a sizable 

number of members did not want me to remain as their rabbi, I would willingly 

leave and if I wanted to leave the congregation, nothing could keep me with the 

exception of my moral obligation to fulfill my rabbinic duties until a 

replacement was found. They also understood and accepted that some day Suzy 

and I and our children would move to Israel.   

I suggested that they should think it over carefully.  (I liked these honest and 

decent people immediately and felt that it was mutual, but I said nothing to 

them, so that the decision process could proceed naturally). 

While I was meeting with the rabbinic search committee, my wife met with 

many of the active members who were not part of my interviewing committee.  

She shared my reactions and immediately loved the people of this 

congregation.  It was instant chemistry.  We returned to Bradford the next day 

and that same night we received a call asking us to accept the position and to 

come as soon as possible to meet the entire congregation, and so began an 

eight-year honeymoon.  In June, or perhaps July, we moved to Rochester for 

more in-depth discussion with the members of the congregation. 

Rochester, New York: 1962 

I tried to meet all of the families.  I was asked many questions about Judaism, 

about living one’s Judaism every day, and about my previous civil rights and 

social justice activities.  Everyone I met was supportive until I began to visit 

every religious school class and to meet the children.  In the 8th grade class a 

young man, Glen was his name, stood up in the presence of his entire class, 

made the following statement and then posed a question:  “You believe in 

Judaism, you believe in social justice; well, if you believe in justice then how 

do you take it upon yourself and who gave you the right to place yourself 

above the laws of the United States, and intentionally break the law?” 

I was amazed by the frankness and perspicacity of this serious-minded 13-year-

old youth in asking a difficult question that had yet to be asked by any adult in 

the congregation.  I explained that I was acting in accordance with federal law 

and that the local government that jailed me had broken that law.  I asked him 

what he would do if he thought a law was evil, unfair or contrary to ethics or 

encouraged persecution and oppression.  He answered that if everyone took the 

law into his own hands, then we would end up in a country of anarchy and total 

lawlessness.  I asked if he thought that state or city lawlessness was good for 

the country.  We had a long exchange and I was excited to be challenged by 

such a searching mind.  I don’t think that he accepted my answer but I know 

that he thought about it.   

This young man and I became good friends and a few years later, on many 

Friday nights after a date, he and his friends would come to the house and talk 

politics till the early hours of the morning.  He wrote beautiful poetry.  One day 

when I was picketing in front of the federal court building on some burning 
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issue, he arrived to join the picket line.  He went to college, became a 

newspaper reporter and ultimately was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for his 

newspaper reporting, much of which centered on human rights and the pain and 

dignity of individuals in war-torn areas such as Africa and the Middle East. 

Suzy and I were invited many times to meet with people outside the 

congregation, some of whom were civil rights activists.  Many of them were 

familiar with my previous activities, which is how I got involved with helping 

Rufus Fairwell, a black gasoline station attendant. One day as he locked the 

doors of the Rochester gas station at which he was working, a  police patrol car 

happened to be passing. The officers stopped him, accused him of all kinds of 

things and beat him cruelly and senselessly, seriously injuring him without 

reason other than that he was black.  I was called to help create and join a 

protest group.  The black community was incensed and immediately a broad-

based interfaith, interracial, ad hoc committee was set up to protest police 

brutality.  I then learned from local black residents that this was a common 

occurrence in their community. 

Seeking Redress 

We publicly demanded redress of the situation and the punishment of the 

policemen who perpetrated this kind of barbarism.  We met with police and 

city hall officials, who promised to review the issue.  Sometime later, in early 

1963 – at the point when either the police review culminated in taking no 

action to redress the wrongs of the Fairwell case, or else another black resident 

had been viciously beaten after having been arrested (I don’t remember which, 

it was one or the other or both) – we feared a race riot in response and decided 

on some sort of immediate dramatic response that would lower the heat of the 

situation.  We hoped that a nonviolent, effective response could ensue.  

I spoke with one or two white ministers, one or two black ministers and two 

white college professors, and we decided to go to the police station for a sit-in 

protest.  One of my congregants drove me to the police station on this 

dangerous night when tensions were very high.  No city officials responded and 

within a couple of hours our number grew to 20, then 30, then 50 and finally 

over 100 people by the middle of the night.  These people were from many 

different religious faiths, different races, and different walks of life – 

academics, housewives, businessmen, professionals, teachers, etc…. There 

were many from advantaged as well as disadvantaged neighborhoods.  National 

press and television took an interest and the number continued to swell. 

The chief of police was out of town and therefore he could not enter into a 

discussion with us.  No one could walk the corridors that were totally packed 

with protesters, young and old.  The city manager, a cultured man, a man of 

conscience, met with us and asked what we wanted.  We asked for entry to the 

chief’s office and for the police files of the brutality cases so that we could 

study them, and we received both immediately.   
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We had begun to review the case files when a Jewish city court judge, who in 

court was known to make snide racist remarks and address black people in a 

patronizing fashion, entered the chief’s office, where we were working.  He 

asked us to leave.  We told him that he had no jurisdiction here, that this was 

not his courtroom, and to leave us alone to do our work quietly.  We had 

received official permission from the city to peruse the files in the police 

chief’s office.  The judge and I had a very unpleasant verbal exchange.  We 

made him leave, closed the door and continued our work through the night and 

into the next day.   

Sometime during that day I had to leave the police station because I had 

promised our youth group an annual weekend away, which was to begin that 

evening.  There we were to have fun and study issues together; all of us were to 

sleep on the floor.  It was winter and we would play football in the snow and go 

tobogganing together.  For the youth it was the highlight of the yearly calendar. 

The youth group advisors (in their 40’s) and I were the only adults present 

amongst the 40 youths in this countryside hideaway.  The floor was packed, 

and it was the second night in a row that I did not sleep.  The next morning, 

with the young people,  I went down the hill on a toboggan and we hit a bump. 

The toboggan overturned and I was hurt.  They used the toboggan as a 

stretcher, and carried me up to the clubhouse and put me lying down in the 

back of a station wagon and brought me to the hospital.  I was lucky: there 

were no fractures, only a sprained back, forcing me to remain in the hospital for 

a few days.    

That weekend the judge whom I had forced out of the police chief’s office was 

the featured speaker before the men’s club of my congregation.  He warned 

them of all kinds of scenarios that my behavior would create for them.  I would 

cause anti-Semitism, I was a “red” and would embarrass them, etc…  They 

would be well advised to get rid of me as their rabbi.  The congregation stood 

solidly with me and eventually the community voted him out of office.   

The night I returned home from the hospital, I called a meeting at my house 

with the same people with whom we began the police station sit-in to decide on 

the next step.  It was made very clear to us by the city political leaders who 

were of the same political party that was in power in Washington, that they had 

called Washington and that Washington would stay out of the issue.  

 One night, one of the professors who had “connections” in Washington called 

and reported that an appointment was made for us with somebody involved in 

the office at the Justice Department that dealt with violations of civil rights by 

quasi-governmental groups such as the police.  Since, rightly or wrongly, some 

of us felt that our phone lines were tapped (being listened to) by the police, we 

generally made all arrangements face-to-face and not by phone.  One night, the 

same group that began the sit-in at police headquarters, drove together to 

Washington so that our position and complaints could be heard by the Justice 

Department.  We were given a very sympathetic hearing.  We detailed what we 

thought were the violations of civil rights in the aforementioned cases and were 
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told that our information deserved investigation and that we would be 

contacted again after this was done.  We went away satisfied with our meeting, 

but since we had been stonewalled so often by officials, our hopes and mood 

were neither elated nor deflated. 

Sometime later we were informed that the Federal Justice Department had 

decided to charge the policemen who had assaulted Rufus Fairwell with 

violating his civil rights.  Police violence subsided for a time. 

In the Nation’s Capital: “I have a dream…” 

By 1963, the civil right struggle had begun to take wings and fly.  There was a 

planned emancipation march in Washington set for August 28, 1963.  For its 

time, it was to be the largest civil rights march in American history.  It required 

much preparation. Everyone was talking about impending violence; white 

racists were threatening counter-protests and violence.  Some newspapers were 

selling the fear that hundreds if not thousands could be killed in such a torrid 

atmosphere of hate.  Newspapers all over the country poured rhetoric on the 

issue and urged that the march be cancelled for the safety and welfare of the 

people.  All the black organizations promised that there would be no violence 

and continued organized preparation to assure that violence would not occur.  

Throughout the entire Unites States, prospective marchers were educated on 

the methodology and philosophy of nonviolent social action in general and 

nonviolent response to violence in particular.   

Because of my freedom ride experiences, I was given the responsibility of 

preparing all the Rochester participants in nonviolent action methodology and 

ideology.  We were supposed to have five buses of blacks and whites, 

Catholics, Protestants and Jews, young and old, including children and retirees.  

But due to the hyped-up atmosphere and threats of violence, those busing us to 

Washington could not find a fifth bus driver and fifty participants had to be left 

behind.   

On this memorable day I was accompanied by my pregnant wife and two sons 

aged six and four.  In Washington, amongst 300,000 committed people, Martin 

Luther King declared his vision of the future in his immortal “I have a dream” 

speech.  There was no violence, there were no victims, no deaths; but America 

had changed.  It was clear that a beginning would now be made in preparing 

significant civil rights legislation. 

A New Coalition 

During the same period, a new journalistic educational attempt was made to 

give broader voice to civil rights, justice and good government in the Rochester 

area, including many topics that the daily Rochester newspapers avoided 

discussing or even raising publicly.  I found myself – together with other active 

ministers and educators, black and white, including the matriarch of the social 

elite of old Rochester – serving as advisory editors to a nonprofit, nonpartisan 
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weekly newspaper, the “Rochester Independent.”  This newspaper was 

unfettered by any obligation to protect political, industrial, or mercantile 

institutions and personages.  It publicly exposed de facto segregation in 

education, police brutality, discriminatory employment practices, 

discriminatory union practices, slumlords, corruption, pollution, and 

questionable welfare practices, as well as providing a voice for the previously 

voiceless.   

The impact was immediate.  This newspaper found itself on the desks of 

senators, congressmen, and cabinet ministers of the federal and state 

governments and was widely praised.  The people at city hall and in local 

governments took note of its contents and were responsive with positive 

political decisions to clean up those problems brought to their attention by this 

little newspaper.  Unfortunately, the editor, Michael Lowenstein, was stricken 

with colitis and passed away.  The newspaper died with him, but the new 

coalition of middle class and underprivileged that was generated by the paper 

began to flourish, and Rochester was on its way to change.  

I learned from my failure in my first congregation that preaching – whether it 

sounded good or bad, ignited or did not ignite a passing thought, was or was 

not appreciated – was certainly peripheral to people’s life.  It was entertainment 

at best or a monologue at worst.  How does one turn a thought into a catalyst 

for change?  Prolonged dialogue or discussion can potentially be intellectually 

and emotionally much more effective in penetrating and impacting the inner 

fabric of the human being.   

Weekend retreats with youth and adults can make a consequential difference, 

as I was to find out.  Once a year there was a weekend men’s club retreat for 

the male members of the three Reform synagogues in Rochester.  All the 

Reform rabbis participated.  I forget whether the agenda centered on “Judaism 

and Justice” or whether this issue was just a side discussion.  One of the 

participants was Jim Litwitz, who lived in our area but belonged to another 

synagogue.  He was a middle management employee of Eastman Kodak. At the 

time, this was the highest up the ladder that any Jew had reached in the 

Eastman Kodak hierarchy.  (I believe that this practice has since changed).   

Jim was also involved with the West Irondequoit board of education, so I 

asked, “How come there are no blacks or almost no blacks in our schools in 

Irondequoit?”  He replied, “Why are you asking the question when you already 

know the answer? We don’t keep blacks out of our schools, it just so happens 

that there are so few blacks living in our school district.  That is the reason why 

there are no blacks in the schools.  If they lived in our area, we would happily 

have them. There is certainly no policy of segregation.”   

His answer was honest and correct.  I replied that we were depriving our school 

children of a meaningful education.  In fact, we were giving them a faulty 

education with long-term consequences.  In the real world of Rochester and 

America, there were blacks and whites with a desperate need to relate to each 

other and to accept each other.  We were not providing the children of our 
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school district with preparation for the real world if their school environment 

was entirely white.  The only way to improve the education of our children 

would be to bus black children from the inner city (an entirely different tax 

district) into our own schools, thus improving both the education of our 

children and that of the black children as well.   

We both knew that this had never been done anywhere in the United States but 

that did not mean that it should not be done or could not be done.  Jim said that 

he wanted to think it over.  He worked intelligently and methodically for two 

years to build support from all the economic, social, educational and political 

elements in the community to get the Irondequoit school board to adopt the 

idea as he and the board members developed it. And so, in 1965, the West 

Irondequoit school district was the first school board in America to pioneer and 

introduce such a revolutionary step.  In so doing it became the first community 

in America to initiate integration of its school system by bringing in black 

students from a totally different tax district and city.  In May of 1966 I received 

a letter from Jim Litwitz from which the following paragraph is quoted: “As I 

look back to some of the things you were talking about when I first met you 

some years ago, I realize now how well you understood the problem.  I am 

grateful to you for waking me up.  Sincerely, Jim”. 

Equally gratifying to me was the letter sent by U.S. Commissioner of 

Education Francis Keppel (of the United States Department of Health, 

Education and Welfare) to the citizens and school board of West Irondequoit.  

See Appendix 4 (page 65). 

Early in the 1960s, between 1961 and 1965, there were two establishment 

efforts to quietly remove me from the Rochester community, because I was 

perceived as one who was disturbing the age-old tranquility of Rochester.  As 

is common in such cases, the tranquil establishment is totally noncognizant of 

the seething and painful hell that is the imposed fate of the dispossessed and 

disadvantaged (in this case the poor and the blacks).  In all such situations the 

police are always used to keep the lid on this overheated cauldron and, when it 

spills over and explodes, it is the police who are blamed and pay the price – 

while the tranquil remain comfortable in their protected cocoon.  This makes 

the police angry, but unfortunately, instead of complaining about the 

establishment responsible for creating the situation, they strike out at the 

disadvantaged and dispossessed or at the “troublemakers” who expose this 

systematic suppression, rather than turning against the establishment that pays 

them their wages.  So I was naturally targeted as a troublemaker by the police.  

But how do you get rid of a rabbi who is popular and appreciated by his own 

community and who enjoys the mantle of dignity that is an integral attribute of 

the clergy?  They found a way. The contract for providing the entire Rochester 

police department with uniforms was held by a founding member of my 

congregation.  This was obviously a very lucrative contract and likely the 

largest income component of the man’s livelihood.  The police approached him 

with an ultimatum: You either get rid of your rabbi or lose your contract.  
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This uniform manufacturer was a very close friend.  In truth, however, he sided 

with the police on the issue and had told me this many times before the police 

approached him.  We always lunched together at a downtown restaurant near 

his store.  When we met for lunch after the police approached him, he gave a 

full report of his dilemma. I told him that I completely understood and 

sympathized with his predicament but that I would not resign nor would I 

desist from my civil rights and social justice activities nor from my demands 

for a “clean and just” police force.  I reiterated that whatever I was doing was 

based on my understanding of Judaism and that in so doing I was working hard 

on living a full and meaningful Jewish life.  My relationship with my friends 

and congregants was always based on mutual respect for each other’s views.  I 

never internalized disagreements on ideas, ideals, religion or politics and hoped 

that he would continue in the same vein and in the same personal relationship 

no matter what happened.   

We talked about his resigning from the congregation.  I made it clear that I 

hoped he would not do so.  Each of us remained firm in our own convictions, 

and we remained good friends.  Together we continued our weekly lunches and 

frequent visits to each other’s home.  He never resigned from the congregation 

nor did he lose his contract. 

The two institutions most responsible for maintaining the “tranquility” and 

“image” of the community are the police and the press.  So it was natural that 

the next sophisticated onslaught would come from the press.  Publicly attacking 

my views and activities could backfire for them, for it could give publicity to 

these views and even unintentionally create support for them.  So they tried the 

next best thing.  Rochester’s newspaper magnate telephoned “Mr. Jew” – the 

most famous, beloved, outstanding Jewish personage in the community – Rabbi 

Philip Bernstein, the rabbi of the largest Jewish congregation in the city who 

was a chaplain and war hero in World War II and also a major Jewish adviser 

to General (later President) Dwight D. Eisenhower.  The media magnate told 

Rabbi Bernstein that I was doing major damage to the city’s tranquility and 

image.  It would be in the best interests of the city and the Jewish community 

to get rid of me.  He gave all the reasons for his rationale.   

Rabbi Bernstein replied that there were many tactics that I used that he 

disagreed with, however he knew me well and knew that I was a man of 

integrity, that I would not spread untruths, that I believed in what I was doing 

and that my motives were pure and moral.  Therefore not only would he not 

support any attempt to remove me from the community, rather he would do the 

opposite.  He would publicly support me and he personally would take 

responsibility for raising the funds to protect and support me if such a struggle 

ensued.  Rabbi Bernstein then phoned me and reported fully on his 

conversation.  He concluded by telling me that if ever such an attempt was 

made or if ever I was in financial distress because of my activities, he would 

personally provide whatever funds and personal and public support was 

needed.  Whatever else he said to others, I do not know, but the establishment 
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never made another attempt to “get rid of me.”  Through the rest of my years in 

Rochester, I always enjoyed his and his wife’s close support and friendship. 

 

The Struggle for Soviet Jewry 

In Washington in 1964, I participated in a special Reform Movement rabbinic 

study conference which, as I remember it, was to study United States and 

foreign affairs.  One of the sessions was related to Soviet policy.  The featured 

speaker was a Soviet government delegate representing his country in 

Washington.  The chairman of the session was a famous and distinguished 

rabbi, who was also my friend as well as a colleague. I went to him before the 

session and told him that I would ask a question about the treatment of Soviet 

Jewry, particularly in reference to the desire of some of them to go to Israel.  

He replied that the Soviet envoy was our guest and he would not allow me to 

embarrass him.  It would be in bad taste.  I made clear that the plight of Soviet 

Jews took precedence over his discomfort and that I would ask the question in 

any case.  He told me that during the session, he would not recognize me to ask 

the question.  I replied that he could ignore me as much as he wanted but that 

during the question session, I would plant the question amongst many other 

rabbis seated over the hall.  

Thus various questions were asked all over the hall relating to Soviet Jewry.  

The furious chairman approached me at the end of the session and said, “How 

dare you, you are totally irresponsible and have done the cause great damage.  I 

told you to leave the question of Soviet Jewry to the leaders of the Jewish 

community to handle quietly through diplomatic channels.  We know what we 

are doing.”  This seemed like déjà vu to me.  I have heard the same refrain 

concerning what’s being done against suppression of blacks and had preached 

about failures of silence concerning the Holocaust on the part of Jewish 

leadership, but nevertheless I was disturbed about what he had said and wanted 

to make sure.  I thought that David Ben-Gurion, the father of the modern 

Jewish people, was probably the most knowledgeable figure about issues like 

these.  I immediately wrote him about the above conference basically asking 

him whether we should leave matters in the hands of the leaders or take to the 

streets.  He replied that, to the best of his knowledge, Russia under Kruschev 

was very sensitive to public demonstrations. 

That year or the next, there was a major conference on the plight of Soviet 

Jewry.  I was sitting among the Cleveland group, which was the most active 

and vociferous, and the same question arose. I mentioned Ben Gurion’s answer 

to my query.  Thanks to the subsequent activities of the Cleveland group (of 

which I was not a member), American Jews became much more provocative 

and activist.  The days of  “Shh… shh…” were over. 
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Voter Registration in the South: 1964 

Racially segregated states in the Southern region of the United States all had 

large black communities representing a high percentage of the general 

population.  In theory, at election time, a large black vote could have changed 

the state segregation laws and given them the power to influence their own 

lives.  However, very few blacks were registered to vote because to do so was 

life-threatening for them.  One of the ways of “keeping blacks in their place” 

was to make sure they did not vote.   

In the summer of 1964, a major black civil rights organization, the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), together with the National 

Council of Churches, decided to initiate a black voter registration summer 

program – known in the history books as the Mississippi Summer Program –

wherein the large black populace would come to their churches and other 

places to learn about the importance of voting and be tutored and prepared to 

register as voters.  Volunteers from all over the country poured into these areas 

to help, including clergy, academics, students and just plain ordinary citizens.  

Three such volunteers were James Chaney, a young black man from 

Mississippi, and Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, two young white 

men from New York. The three were arrested and then disappeared. They were 

found murdered, many weeks later, their bodies buried under a large mound of 

earth.  It was during the period that they were missing that I arrived in 

Mississippi.   

I was immediately taken to meet the SNCC person in charge, Stokley 

Carmichael, and was also greeted by Rita Schwerner, the wife of one of the 

missing civil rights volunteers (two of whom were Jewish), and then given my 

assignment.  I was sent to Ruleville, Mississippi to do as much as possible in a 

totally nonviolent way to protect the lives of those arrested by trying to visit 

them in jails after their arrest, making clear to the law enforcement 

representatives that we knew that they had been arrested and that we would 

inform senators in Washington about their arrest.  This we did.  We also visited 

and talked with sheriffs and police chiefs, made calls to the FBI and the Justice 

Department, if possible in front of the police officials or, if this was not 

possible, then we let them know that this was what we were going to do as 

protection for the prisoners.  We were also to be present at mass meetings, in 

the hope that the dignity lent by the presence of clergy would have a salutary 

effect on inhibiting police violence.  The task was clear, but carrying it out was 

precarious in such a violence-permeated climate, as you can conclude from the 

following two incidents. 

On July 23, 1964, I was sent to Indianola, Mississippi to a Baptist Church 

School meeting.  This meeting was set up to explain the significance of voter 

registration and to prepare the black population by reviewing the practical 

details involved in registering to vote. 

In order to assure that there would be no confrontation, incitement or violence 

arising from this meeting, Reverend Charles Adair and I visited the Mayor and 
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Chief of Police of Indianola during the afternoon to make clear to them that 

there would be no incitement or violence forthcoming from those attending the 

meeting.  We asked for discreet police protection for the meeting.  We were 

promised by the chief of police that there would be at least one policeman 

patrolling outside. 

The Barrel of a Gun 

As the meeting was about to begin, a black policeman tried to enter, but he was 

not permitted to enter because it was felt that his presence there would 

intimidate the potential black voters and the entire registration process.  In most 

of the states in the United States, blacks could vote without fear of 

repercussions. The black policeman was seen as a spy for the police and for the 

white authorities. There was a fear that this policemen would report the names 

of those present and, therefore, they would be hassled, or worse – like losing 

their jobs or their lives.  It required tremendous courage for blacks to be present 

at voter registration meetings.  

This was explained to the chief of police who repeated his promise that the 

police would patrol outside.  Within minutes, the black policeman and others 

tried to force their way in.  Since I was at the door preventing his entry, he 

thrust his gun in my stomach and began to shout, “I am going to kill someone!”  

With the policeman's gun in my stomach, his finger on the trigger and his 

frenzied screaming that he was going to kill someone, I knew that I was going 

to be dead in a minute.  I yelled, “Come over here, everybody, and watch the 

policeman kill me!”  I was sure that this was the case.  I think that it was the 

presence of over 30 concerned eyewitnesses that saved my life. 

The flustered policeman fled down the stairs to report to the chief of police.  I 

soon followed and confronted the chief with a detailed report of what had 

happened at the door of the school. I accused him of sending someone upstairs 

to kill me, and I demanded that he take me and another clergyman to his 

headquarters so that I could report the details of the incident to the FBI.  He 

refused, but he suggested that he take me downtown to a public telephone 

booth so that I could make the call from there.  I declined his offer, saying that 

if I stood in a public phone booth, I could be shot at from all sides and that I 

wasn’t going to expose myself to this kind of danger.  “Are you afraid?” he 

asked.  “Yes,” I replied.  He snickered that if I was frightened, then I should not 

have been there in the first place, and again refused to take me to the police 

station to make my call. 

All of a sudden, he caught sight of a television reporter from a national network 

who had previously interviewed him.  He called the reporter over and he 

introduced me to the reporter, whose name was Sugarman.  I told Sugarman 

what had happened and that the chief had refused to bring me to his office to 

call the FBI. As if nothing had happened, the police chief said he was willing to 

immediately bring me to his office to make contact with the FBI.  At his office, 

he spoke to the FBI, giving his version of the incident; then I spoke to the FBI, 

telling them my story.  He continued his conversation with the FBI, and the 
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FBI apparently asked to speak to me again at which time they assured me that 

the police chief had promised them that nothing would happen to me. 

The next day, I was to face a second terrifying experience.  About ten days 

previously on July 15th, three children from the community of Drew had been 

arrested for participating in civil rights activities.  On July 24th, the parents of 

these children were invited to a meeting with Councilor Townsend.  Jeffrey 

Sacher and I were asked by the SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee) and COFO (Council of Federated Organizations) to attend this 

meeting of the parents with Councilor Townsend.  The chief of police forcibly 

removed us from Townsend's office after we made it clear that we wanted the 

parents to be represented by legal counsel.  We urged the parents not to say 

anything without a lawyer present. 

We asked various people where we could find a pay phone.  We were told that 

there was one at a service station on the highway.  At the service station, 

Sacher called SNCC-COFO in Greenwood, apprised them of the situation and 

reported that the parents were with the city councilor and police chief without 

the benefit of an attorney.  The gas station attendant, hearing the telephone 

conversation, said that if we were calling about civil rights, we were to leave 

his station immediately.  Sacher said that we were not calling about civil rights 

and continued reporting about the situation.  The station attendant opened a 

drawer and pulled out a gun and pointed it at us.  I told Sacher, “He has a gun, 

let’s go.”  We ran out immediately as fast as we could – maybe faster.  Looking 

down the barrel of a gun two days in a row was a little too much. 

We returned to the place where the meeting was taking place and waited until 

the meeting was over.  We found the police chief and reported that the station 

attendant pulled a gun on us and that we wanted to file a complaint.  His swift 

answer was: “Go see the mayor.”  Sacher said, “Do you mean that you can do 

nothing about it?”  He replied, “That’s right.”  I said, “But a man pulled a gun 

on us – we want to file a complaint!”  He answered, “I am not interested.” 

SNCC came to me about two affidavits they wanted filed concerning the two 

gun incidents.  These two were among the 257 testimonies submitted to the 

federal courts in order to obtain the appointment of special federal 

commissioners to prevent violence against Negro citizens and civil rights 

workers in the state of Mississippi.  The federal judge in Mississippi dismissed 

the suit without a hearing, but the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth 

Circuit reversed that judge’s decision. 

I don't know what finally happened other than the federal civil rights and 

voting rights laws that were enacted soon after. 

Further information on these two harrowing experiences can be found in the 

two affidavits and three press releases in Appendix 5 (pages 66-71). 

I would particularly recommend the press release of the Chief of Police and 

Mayor of Indianola as written in “The Commercial Appeal” of Memphis, 

Tennessee, July 25th, 1964, where we read a deliberate attempt to inflame the 
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passions and the fears of the white population by identifying the promotion of 

civil rights with communism, and the shouts of children yelling “Freedom 

Now!” with teaching blacks to hate white people. 

The next day, after the second gun incident and as a result of my call to the 

FBI, the FBI came to our Ruleville office and called me out.  One of them said 

to me “Rabbi, if you stay here, your life isn’t worth a plug nickel.  If I were you 

I’d get out of here right away.”  I asked if he was threatening me; the FBI was 

supposed to protect me, not make me leave this important work.  I went back 

into the office and called the United States Government Justice Department in 

Washington.  They came either that same day or the next day, heard all of the 

details about the two gun incidents and the FBI interview and promised me that 

they would visit all the police officers concerned and the jail as well, and warn 

everyone involved lest something happen to me or to the jailed civil rights 

workers.  They returned a few hours later after speaking to the police chief, the 

sheriff, the jailers, and various other people, all of whom had assured them that 

nothing would happen to any one of us. 

Then Stokley Carmichael came to me and told me that, because the police and 

others were familiar with his car and were following him, he was in mortal 

danger.  I immediately agreed to exchange cars with him.  He took my car, I 

took his.  Soon thereafter, having spent about a week in the area, I returned 

home to Rochester, New York (on the day that I was supposed to return home).  

Some years later I met a rabbi, from the South, who told me that he had saved 

my life.  Someone he knew told him that the Ku Klux Klan had decided to 

target and eliminate me and that he got his informant to convince my would-be 

assassins not to do it.  I thanked him.  Now that I am writing this some 35 years 

later, it occurs to me for the first time that maybe the FBI, at the time that I was 

angry with them, knew something I did not know and were probably trying to 

save my life. 

Another historical footnote and anomaly was that Stokley Carmichael later 

moved to Libya to be with Gaddafi.  I never understood that move.  There were 

many Jewish volunteers working with him in Mississippi, including two of 

those murdered.  There were many, many Jews who were freedom riders, who 

marched at Selma, who  were civil rights activists in their own communities.  

Almost all other black leaders remained and still remain anti-racists and 

continually publicly condemn anti-Semitism. 

 

Rochester in Crisis 

While I was in Mississippi, black riots broke out in many communities, 

including Rochester.  A summer street dance turned into a disastrous 

conflagration. 

My wife received threatening calls from whites blaming me for the riots, 

literally accusing me of inciting and organizing them.  This was of course 

absurd.  I was publicly on record against violence and I was out of town in 
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Mississippi, but the callers did not care.  Congregants called my wife offering 

her home hospitality for our family, which she refused, since we had our three 

children aged 7, 5 and 4 months in addition to my wife’s parents and my 

mother.  Our congregants offered to move to our house to protect her, which 

she also refused.  The day I came home, a huge rock was thrown through our 

living room bay window.  My sick elderly mother, our baby and in-laws were 

terrified. 

When I returned home to Rochester from my tumultuous 1964 voter 

registration work in Mississippi, it became clear to me that this was no simple 

riot.  This was an absolute disaster, and everyone, black and white, was on a 

short fuse.  Everyone had had enough or too much.  Rochester had suffered the 

hottest, most humid summer in its history.  As it was too hot to remain indoors 

in totally non-airconditioned apartments and tenements, a group of mothers had 

sponsored a street dance on Joseph Avenue in the heart of the poorest area of 

the black ghetto – formerly the Jewish ghetto, with Jewish shops, groceries 

etc…. One purpose of the dance was to raise money for neighborhood 

playground equipment. 

Police were summoned to arrest a drunk who was allegedly molesting a woman 

at the dance.  White policemen began to club and kick the arrested man.  A 

crowd of 200 blacks surrounded the officers shouting insults, and were 

threatening in their demeanor. A bottle was thrown at the police car, police 

called for backup and the battle continued. There were three nights of ghetto 

violence during which three persons were killed, 350 were injured and 1,000 

jailed.  The Jewish stores were destroyed or ransacked, causing millions of 

dollars of property damage. Fifteen hundred National Guard troops were called 

out and patrolled the streets with fixed bayonets and in armored personnel 

carriers with machine guns. 

Both blacks and whites licked their wounds and the leaders of both 

communities began to think about how to reduce the flammability of the 

tinderbox. 

That same year – 1964 – the police department started to harass the prayer 

meetings of black Muslims whom they saw as a security threat to the Rochester 

community.  This lasted for some time.  A few of us, including Mrs. Harper 

Sibley, one of the great society ladies of Rochester, black ministers and white 

ministers, and some other concerned citizens, formed a committee on behalf of 

the black Muslims demanding that the police desist from this kind of 

unconstitutional harassment behavior.  In early 1965, Malcolm X, the leader of 

the black Muslims, came to speak in Rochester.  A huge crowd came to hear 

him.  After his rousing speech he asked a black minister, Minister Florence, to 

bring me to him so that he could thank me.  He expressed his appreciation for 

my efforts on behalf of the black Muslims of Rochester.  He then asked if I 

would be willing to have our picture taken together.  I, of course, agreed.  That 

was the last time I saw him.  He was murdered a short time later by a black 

Muslim in New York.  The black community of America lost a great and 

charismatic leader. 
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At the same time that all this was going on, during 1964, 1965, and 1966, the 

prevailing situation in Rochester was that there was no segregation law. Most 

people went to schools in the areas in which they lived, which meant that 

where blacks and whites lived in the same areas, they went to the same schools.  

In predominantly white areas, the schools were predominantly white; where 

predominantly black, the schools were predominantly black.  An attempt was 

made to change districts within the inner city of Rochester to ensure 

integration.  There was a lot of resistance.  In Rochester there were no 

segregated eating facilities, no segregated sports facilities, no segregated 

entertainment facilities and no segregated schools.  There were just schools 

without blacks and schools without whites, especially in the suburbs of 

Rochester.  Major white-collar technical industries hardly employed blacks 

other than in the most menial positions.  A major exception to the rule was 

Xerox, which openly advocated civil rights justice and practiced fair 

employment policies. 

All the above, together with a long history of police brutality and police 

harassment, and the general unwillingness of the establishment power structure 

to admit or even come to grips with the ugliness and suffering that was an 

integral part of our beautiful, tranquil and prosperous city and suburbs served 

as the background, if not a catalyst for these catastrophic riots.  Still nothing 

was done until the Rochester Council of Churches and their Board of Urban 

Ministry together with black ministers convinced Saul Alinsky, a world famous 

organizer, to come in and organize the black community to become the leaders, 

organizers, and managers of their own struggle to help themselves.   

Alinsky, who was Jewish, had brought together communist union workers and 

anti-communist Catholic priests and their congregants to struggle for their 

rights in the Chicago stockyards in 1939.  He did similar successful works of 

magic in other urban communities – in Kansas City; in Omaha, Nebraska; and 

in California, where he organized the Mexicans; in New York City, and in 

Asia.  The black organization he helped to organize in Rochester named itself 

“FIGHT” – an acronym for Freedom, Integration, God, Honor and Today.  I 

was one of the original ten or so charter members of a white support 

organization, Friends of FIGHT. We helped to bring in all sorts of white 

Rochester communities not normally associated with black causes but 

concerned about justice, good government and their own neighborhood 

concerns, the latter often ignored because these sectors had no presence or 

participation in the power elite, who normally had a totally different agenda. 

We felt that a black-white coalition that included many white-collar and 

middle-class people, white ministers, professors, engineers, housewives, school 

teachers, and unionists as well as civil rights activists could finally have the 

clout to make some changes. 

One of the first targets was Eastman Kodak, the most famous, powerful and 

largest employer (about 40,000) among Rochester’s industries.  After arduous 

negotiations, they made an agreement with FIGHT which was later abrogated 
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by a new president of Kodak.  Since Kodak was the major employer in the city, 

many members in my congregation were Kodak employees.  I openly 

supported FIGHT and some of them felt that my activities were somewhat an 

embarrassment to them.  They were uncomfortable and let me know about it.  

We discussed this freely.  They expressed themselves at Friday evening 

services and at board meetings but other Kodak employees in my congregation 

agreed with me and openly supported my position.  Since those for and against 

were all close friends, we talked in a friendly, respectful manner.  We all 

remained close friends and those opposed to my position never resigned.  I 

know that all this must have been difficult for all of them and appreciated their 

total loyalty and continued close friendship even in the face of disagreement.  

How lucky I was to have such wonderful congregants.  Even those who 

disagreed with me and were critics of some of my positions, were always 

personal supporters and good friends. 

Selma, Alabama: 1965 

On March 7th, 1965 Suzy and I were in bed watching a network Sunday Night 

Movie:  “The Nuremberg Trial.”  It was a very powerful movie wherein some 

of the defendants denied responsibility, claiming they were just following 

orders.  The thrust of the prosecution case was if you don’t oppose evil when 

you are in a position to do so, don’t voice opposition, then you yourself are 

guilty of the evil done.  It was a movie about conscience or the lack of it, which 

either prevents evil or allows it to control history.   

Immediately after the movie there was a breaking news flash from Selma, 

Alabama about a large group of nonviolent marchers supporting black voter 

registration rights who were brutally attacked, gassed and beaten by the 

Alabama police.  The juxtaposition of the movie and the news flash had a 

tremendous impact on me.  I told Suzy, “I am going to Selma.”   

I had to rearrange my calendar, cancel appointments and, with luck, find other 

concerned people to join me.  I was joined by Mary Davis, a concerned and 

active Catholic friend, and Dr. Lew Lansky, a Jewish professor in a local 

college and fellow civil rights activist.  As a matter of principle, I always wore 

a yarmulke (skullcap) during all my civil rights activities in order to identify 

these civil rights activities and demonstrations with my Jewish heritage of 

justice, which I felt I was representing.   

When we arrived at Selma, we went to the Brown Chapel AME Church, which 

served as the hub for all the voter registration rights activities.  It was packed 

with people who were pouring in from all over America to lend their voices 

and bodies to the struggle.  One white civil rights activist, Reverend James 

Reeb of Boston, had already been slain on March 9th by white racists in Selma, 

Alabama.  Another white civil rights activist, a woman, was slain 16 days later.  

I relate this to indicate the tension and determination in that stuffy crowded 

room.  We were all assigned housing in the black community and given a card, 



 36 

which entitled us all to free meals at the church.  Suddenly I saw a familiar 

face.  It was Rabbi Sidney Akselrad from California, who had been there with 

me at King’s mission to Mississippi in 1961.   

Our daily program consisted of eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, 

getting oriented concerning the day’s program of marching, instructed how to 

behave if stopped by the police and admonished not to react violently to 

whatever threats might be offered us or to violent acts against us.  On our first 

march we were stopped in our tracks by Sheriff Clark wearing a “Never” 

button – meaning never will blacks be allowed to register to vote in Dallas 

County, Alabama, never be allowed to vote, and never could they even walk to 

the courthouse unless he allowed them to do so.  

It was made very clear that it didn’t matter whether children, clergy or anybody 

accompanied them. It was made clear not only by the hatred on his face and on 

those of the other officers with him, but also by the raised club in his hand that 

was ready to fall on any head that dared to cross some imaginary line that he 

set before us.  With his stick he prodded some of us backward.  He warned us 

that it would be worse next time.  Nobody took this threat lightly, but next time 

the whole first row, lined up in front of him, was a group of Catholic nuns, I 

think from Philadelphia.  Clark came with his club raised high, said if we didn’t 

turn around then… but nobody moved or blinked.  The only movement was his 

Adam’s apple.  Looking at those nuns, he didn’t know what to do.  Hitting nuns 

would not look good in the press or on television.  So he didn’t hit, didn’t 

move; his face filled with hatred, he just stood there.  I think those nuns saved 

our heads. 

The next day, Dr. Martin Luther King spoke to the demonstrators informing us 

that the court would now permit a march downtown to the Dallas County 

Courthouse where black citizens had been denied the opportunity to register to 

vote.  King’s speech from the Courthouse steps was an historic event. 

The next day, on March 16th, Lew Lansky, Rabbi Akselrad and I went to the 

state capital, Montgomery, to attend a court hearing before Judge Johnson, 

where John Doar from the Justice Department made an impassioned plea on 

behalf of the right of blacks to march to the capital.  The Judge heard the 

presentation, asked some questions and promised to give his judgement soon.  

In his judgement he agreed with John Doar and allowed the march from Selma 

to Montgomery (which took place on March 25th). 

In a taxi, on the way back from court, we saw a large group of singing black 

demonstrators.  We got out of the car and joined the group. Please see pages 

37-38, statement of Congressman Frank Horton, for a detailed description of 

the traumatic terrible Tuesday. See also Appendix 6 (page 72). 
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Backlash in Rochester 

By the fall of 1965, Rochester had undergone two years of upheaval – race 

riots, the founding of FIGHT, and massive changes including the integration of 

the Irondequoit school system. On the initiative of the Irondequoit Board of 

Education, Irondequoit schools opened their doors to blacks bussed from the 

inner city. And pressure was increasing to open employment opportunities to 

blacks in the wake of the 1964 Civil Rights Act signed into law in Washington 

by President Johnson.   

Now came a counter-reaction by the far or radical right who were opposed to 

changing America.  A branch of the John Birch Society was formed in our own 

community.  They represented the radical right and opposed the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights of Act of 1965.  They had referred to former 

President Eisenhower as a communist or crypto-communist and wanted to 

impeach Chief Justice Warren of the Supreme Court for his liberal legal 

judgments.  This frightened some of us.   

Two churches and our temple decided on an educational project to expose the 

dangers of the John Birch Society.  Under one combined letterhead of Temple 

Emanu-El, the Summerville Presbyterian Church and the Roman Catholic Saint 

Thomas the Apostle Church, we sent a letter to prominent Americans, the 

President, the Vice-President, and cabinet ministers, governors, senators and 

congressmen from the entire political spectrum including right, center and 

segregationists and solicited their opinions about the Birch Society.  Some had 

their personal secretaries answer.  Most answered with personal letters spelling 

out their opinions or included public press releases which reflected their 

positions. 

Almost everyone answered promptly.  Each spelled out his position.  My two 

favorite letters came from Vice President Hubert Humphrey and Attorney 

General Robert Kennedy.  See Appendix 7 (page 73).  Future President Gerald 

Ford also wrote.  Segregationist Governor George Wallace of Alabama sent me 

a far-right magazine that he said best expressed his views. 

This educational project fulfilled its purpose in our community.  There the John 

Birch Society ended up with almost no support. 

In 1966, the policemen charged with violating the civil rights of Rufus Fairwell 

were finally tried in a civil trial in a federal court.  The policemen were found 

“not guilty.”  But the evidence of abuse was so clearly damaging to the city of 

Rochester that they offered Rufus Fairwell a very generous compensation that 

enabled him to buy his own gas station.  He called and thanked me for my 

efforts.  I was very moved.  In truth, I had nothing to do with this decision by 

the city.  It was just a welcome sign that they were learning and trying to deal 

with the problems.  Rochester was finally coming to grips with itself and 

change was in the air. 
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One day (I don’t remember the year, I think it was 1966 or 1967), I received a 

call from a fellow social justice activist, a Catholic priest, Father David Fink.  

There was to be a boycott of supermarkets selling grapes picked by nonunion 

grape pickers.  Caesar Chavez, for years, tried to help the Mexican grape 

pickers get a fair and decent wage.  I was assigned a store in my area.  I went to 

see the manager of the A & P supermarket and asked him to please remove the 

grapes so that workers could earn a fair wage.  He told me to leave the store. I 

replied that if he would not cooperate, we would have to picket his store.  His 

answer was, “Get the hell out of here.”   

So about ten or twenty of us started to picket, to no avail.  We were having no 

effect.  I phoned our congregation social action chairman, a pediatrician and 

wonderful human being, and posed the problem.  He promised to join us.  I 

said, “Besides you, we need ten or twenty cars to fill up their small parking lot, 

so that no one could drive and park in order to buy provisions.”  It worked, and 

the store became emptier by the minute.  The manager called the owner of the 

building or the little mall.  A few minutes later I saw a man running up the 

street.  Seeing us, he cried out, “I don’t believe this, my rabbi and my 

children’s pediatrician picketing my store!”  We told him what the problem 

was.  He hurried into the store shouting, “Get those damn grapes off the shelves 

and out of here.”  When the grapes were removed, we removed ourselves.  Not 

only did he and I remain friends, we became closer than ever. 

 

In Retrospect 

 

In retrospect, the voter registration summer of 1964 in Mississippi, the voter 

registration spring of 1965 in Selma, Alabama, and Terrible Tuesday in 

Montgomery, Alabama, which was accompanied by unprecedented police 

violence against anti-violence civil rights activists and black children, 

culminated in the murder of nonviolent and anti-violence civil rights supporters 

by the self-destructive, desperate, last-gasp, last-ditch antics of the 

segregationists.  The segregationists continually hinted that the blacks were 

savages unready for equality, but ended up proving to the nation that the blacks 

conducted themselves with dignity, while the white segregationists proved to 

be the savages. 

 

The nation, including most of the South, rejected this savagery and felt 

ashamed and guilty for allowing the evils of segregation, persecution and 

discrimination to persist for such a long time.   

 

The Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act passed by Congress in 1964 

and 1965 were the direct consequences of the dignified civil rights struggle and 

the undignified embarrassing violent repressive countermeasures taken in 

response. 
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Change was in the air and America was well on the way to a painful recovery 

from its long lasting malaise.  A huge amount of work was yet to be done but it 

was certainly easier to go forward as the atmosphere changed from one of 

fleeing in fear to one of finding solutions.  America was going through a rite of 

passage. 

 

Violence, human rights, discrimination, repression and the right to equality and 

to vote are all very dramatic.  This drama intensifies awareness and action. 

 

The lack of jobs, housing and education are far less dramatic to the public eye, 

however they continue to damage the hearts and minds of people who lack 

them.  Their lives remain damned. 

 

 

Searching for a way to convey values to the young 

 

One has to find a way to convey to people living in this world of ours that we 

are responsible for one another.  How can we do this without the turnoff of 

being “preachy”?  I think that informal education over a long period of time, 

with participating discussion with questions and counter-questions and group 

involvement activities that incorporate actions of caring and sharing, are far 

more effective than preaching or than teaching that sounds like preaching. 

 

In 1966 I was invited by the National Federation of Temple Youth (NFTY), the 

youth division of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, to lead and 

direct two groups to Israel:  Mitzvah Corps and the Eisendrath International 

Exchange program (EIE).  The EIE program’s duration was six months.  

During a four-week stay with Israeli families in the development town of 

Upper Nazareth, participants would study Hebrew intensely with Rabbi Tuvia 

Ben Horin, an American-trained Israeli rabbi, after which they would live with 

Israeli families and attend and study at Israeli high schools in regular classes, in 

the cities of Haifa and Tel Aviv.  Many of these families in Upper Nazareth, 

Haifa and Tel Aviv had children of the same age as the young participants. 

 

I was to work on a daily basis for four weeks with the Mitzvah Corps in Upper 

Nazareth.  The Mitzvah Corps had undertaken to build a playground together 

with people their own age (16-18) from the local community, a far less 

advantaged one than that which they came from in America.  The Americans 

were to live in the homes of the Israeli youth they were to work with or with 

other suitable local families in Upper Nazareth.  Most of the American 

participants came from affluent homes.  Some of the Israeli local families were 

affluent, most were not. 

 

The net result was that the American and Israeli youth and all our Mitzvah 

Corps staff together physically built a playground that would improve the lives 

of parents and young children in Upper Nazareth and keep their children safely 
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off the streets.  Each learned that they were giving of themselves for the 

betterment of others.  They learned to assume responsibilities for others.  This 

was living Judaism and doing, rather than just talking and learning about 

Judaism.  There was an enormous sense of satisfaction when they saw their 

completed playground.  The remaining three weeks were spent touring Israel 

including an unforgettable and exciting private 2-1/2 hour give-and-take 

discussion with Israel's first Prime Minister, David Ben Gurion. 

 

 

In 1967 I was invited to teach at Kutz Camp in Warwick New York, one of the 

Reform Movement's summer camps for youth.   

 

The Torah Corps program, the only one conducted entirely in Hebrew, offered 

a course on the text of the social action prophet Amos, which I was to teach.  

Speaking Hebrew was not a problem for me since I had spent over an entire 

year in Israel from mid-1955 until July 1956.  After Suzy and I were married, 

our common language was Hebrew rather than her French or my English.  We 

spoke only Hebrew until September 1957 when our son Harold was born.  This 

meant that both Suzy and I could speak Hebrew with the Torah Corps students 

who came to our cabin to talk with us and practice their Hebrew.  Our cabin 

door was always open to students who wanted to visit us and discuss further 

that which we had discussed in our study sessions that took place outside in the 

beautiful, green, natural surroundings.  I obviously concretized the message of 

Amos with examples from American daily life, the civil rights struggle and the 

previous year’s experience with the Mitzvah Corps in Upper Nazareth.  Our 

own three children really looked forward to our day off, which seemed to be 

the only day on which they had their parents all to themselves.  I had no way of 

measuring whether my theories of education for service to the broader 

community and living Judaism were working or whether this was simply a 

successful summer study experience. 

 

In 1968 Suzy, the children and I returned to Israel with another Mitzvah Corps 

group. Apparently the Amos class of 1967 had some effect, since we were now 

joined by some who had studied Amos with me the previous summer.  Our 

assigned task was to commence the  building of a huge park, Neot Kedumim, 

which was to include educational gardens and forests of all the plants and trees 

mentioned in the Bible.  This was to be a grandiose project, but to my chagrin, 

it did not involve young people from a local community.  The area we were to 

clear as the first step was a former military firing range.  We had been assured 

that the area had been professionally cleared by the army before our arrival and 

we were guaranteed its safety. 

 

During the first day of exciting hand-blistering work, all of us found many 

large undetonated shells of wide diameter and dangerous nature.  I did not think 

it a good idea that all of us young people and staff working with picks, shovels, 

hoes and rakes should continue to work in a place that seemed to me to be so 
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dangerous.  I informed the project manager that I was removing our group (the 

only one working there at the time).  He assured us that there was nothing to 

worry about.  But I was unconvinced and returned our group to Ben Shemen 

Youth Village where we were to reside for three and a half to four weeks while 

working on this project.  That night, the person in charge of all the Reform 

Movement's summer groups in Israel joined me for a meeting with Aryeh 

Simon, the Director of Ben Shemen Youth Village.  We told Aryeh about our 

first work day’s experience and what we found there, and about the dangerous 

souvenirs we confiscated from our youth when they returned to the village.  We 

asked Aryeh if he would send the youth from the Village to work there.  He 

replied: “Absolutely not - it's too dangerous there.”  That was all we had to 

hear.  We decided that, for us, that project was finished for that year. 

 

Now we had a major problem.  We brought a group of over 30 American youth 

to do a mitzvah, a good deed, to do something for others, to participate and to 

contribute for close to four weeks after which they would tour for their own 

pleasure, education and expansion of horizons. 

 

Ben Shemen 

 

Suddenly the Mitzvah (good deed) was absent from the Mitzvah Corps agenda.  

We asked Aryeh Simon if he could help us find some other worthy project in a 

nearby community that would be meaningful for the group.  He responded with 

a stunning proposal that would be perfect for our Mitzvah Corps students and 

would ultimately change my life and that of my family.  He suggested that we 

not only live at Ben Shemen Youth Village those 3-4 weeks, but that we work 

at Ben Shemen together with the Israeli youth close to their own age who lived, 

studied and worked at the Village.  The work would be agricultural and service 

work. 

 

The participation of our youth would ease the heavy burden of the Israeli youth 

who, during the hot summer, had a double burden because half of the students 

went home for one month to be with their families and then they would return 

to work, allowing those who remained behind to also return home to join their 

families for their one month of vacation.  The Mitzvah Corps members from 

America and the Israelis together worked with cows, sheep, chickens, in the 

vegetable fields, fodder fields, fruit picking, gardening, maintaining the 

grounds, carpentry shop, laundry, kitchen and dining room.  They were also 

responsible for cleaning their own dormitory, bathrooms, clubroom and for 

making their own beds, cleaning their own rooms and the courtyard of their 

dormitory just like the Israelis. 

 

Like the Israelis, our group had to form their own work assignment group who 

would see to it that the work assignments were changed often so that people 

could try different types of work and also work together with and get to know 

different Israelis.  The work was physical and hard, but there was a sense of 
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achievement and a rapid development of friendships not only with those in 

their own dormitory, but with Israelis from various immigrant groups and 

periods and different cultural backgrounds. 

 

Some of the Israelis were from affluent backgrounds, children of college 

professors or other professionals.  In many cases, these were the children of 

people who were graduates of Ben Shemen and were there to be given the Ben 

Shemen advantages of values, work habits and the meaning of contributing to 

society.  The parents and the children felt that this was the best education in 

Israel and wanted their children to grow up with the same wonderful education.  

Their parents had to pay very expensive full tuition for this type of education, 

which included room and board, as well as education.   

 

There were two other advantaged groups.  The first were children from 

moshavim whose parents earned a living, but they lived in modest conditions 

where the local schools were mediocre and did not provide their children with 

the training to continue in agriculture and farm animals and fowl which was 

their source of livelihood.  The Ministry of Agriculture subsidized these 

children.  The remaining advantaged included the children of staff members 

and employees, including teachers.  The teachers were of the highest quality.  

Many had academic degrees, including master’s and doctoral degrees.  Their 

tuition was paid by the Ministry of Education.  The children from this latter 

group lived and ate with their parents, who were provided with inexpensive 

housing by the Village.  These children participated in evening and social 

activities of their classes and groups. 

 

However, the vast majority of the students in the Village were from modest 

backgrounds or economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  Some were children 

of very large families living in small crowded apartments or houses, or worse 

than that.  They shared rooms and beds with many other children and had no 

place to study or to do their homework and so were doomed to mediocrity or 

failure if they stayed in their homes and went to local schools. Those schools 

provided no possibility of receiving 24-hour-a-day care, be it health, meals, 

help with their homework, ongoing supervision of their studies or the work 

which instilled good work habits and a strong work ethic. 

 

This vast majority came from families who immigrated from what was known 

as the second Israel, in fact from second-world countries – India, Afghanistan, 

Yemen, Libya, Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Persia, Morocco, Tunisia.  

Some of these were the children of the vast post-Holocaust European and East 

European immigration whose parents still needed help and still lived in modest 

or in meager conditions.  Some were children whose father had been killed in 

one of the wars and whose mother had to go to work and earn less than what 

was needed to finance and maintain their families.  Some came from broken 

families. The parents of these families paid only a modest tuition, far less than 

the cost of food per month to feed the child.  Many families paid the equivalent 
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of five or ten dollars a month, so that they and their children could maintain 

their dignity and pride and equally important, feel that since they contributed to 

the education of their children, they could complain and demand on behalf of 

their children. 

 

Neither parent nor child was given the feeling that “the State owes me.”  This is 

very destructive psychologically, impairs the sense of individual responsibility 

for oneself and creates a vicious multi-generation cycle of helplessness, 

dependency, and even worse, the feeling that one cannot do anything about 

changing or improving one’s life.  The parents could visit their children 

whenever they wanted, excluding during the hours of school or work.  

Certainly the staff was available to them at all times.  Every second or third 

week, the children were sent home for a weekend with their family.  Not only 

did the Village provide them with money for transportation, but also provided 

them with weekly spending money.  The dignity of the human being is an 

essential component of an education that prepares one for life. 

 

There was a procedure for acceptance to the Village.  The child and at least one 

of the parents had to appear before a committee of the staff.  If it became 

evident that the child was brought to the Village against his or her will, he or 

she would not be accepted.  Coming to the school was a privilege and not a 

punishment.  The child had to want to come to this school.  Past performance in 

school was not the sole or necessarily the preferred criterion.  Desire to 

contribute to the community, willingness to work and stifled potential were 

also sought. 

 

The system of education was the opposite of the system of education for the 

deprived or disadvantaged in America.  Instead of lessening the load and the 

standards, so that it would be easier for those with educational difficulties to 

pass exams, Ben Shemen doubled the load.  In addition to the studies and the 

exams based on national standards, each student had two or three half-days of 

work in one of the branches (changed every six months).  If they worked in the 

morning, they attended classes in the afternoon, and if they worked in the 

afternoon, they attended classes in the morning.  School had classes six days a 

week; work was two or three times a week.  If the work was in the agricultural 

branches, the teacher who taught agriculture worked in the fields with the 

students.  There was no stigma to working with your hands.  The opposite was 

the case. 

 

In addition to students and teachers living at the Village, there were agricultural 

and animal husbandry experts, carpenters, machinists, a doctor, nurses, social 

worker, psychologist and counselors, most of whom lived at the Village.  Some 

of the students came from local communities to attend school and then returned 

to their communities after school.  These were not a part of the Youth Village.  

The school, in 1968, had around 600 to 700 resident children and students at 

the Village.   
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The agricultural aspect was essential.  One plants, tends that which was planted 

and then reaps the finished product.  The entire process takes a few months 

from the beginning to end.  This gives the students a tremendous sense of 

satisfaction.  The student feels that he or she has done all this with his or her 

own hands, which proved that they were not helpless, that they were capable 

and worthy, that they were not a “nobody” but a “somebody” who could carry 

something through successfully from beginning to end.  This process and this 

feeling played a tremendous role in developing self-assurance, a sense of worth 

and dignity,  all of which should be an essential component of education. 

 

The net result of this kind of education was to bring these students into the 

mainstream of Israeli life as contributing and productive citizens.  Some 

graduates of Ben Shemen became founders of kibbutzim, teachers, doctors, 

nurses, lawyers, scientists, army officers, cabinet ministers, agriculture experts 

and successful in business and their communities.  As I write this, a Ben 

Shemen graduate is being talked about as one of possible candidates for the 

next President of Israel. 

 

The Israeli government, through the Ministries of Education, Social Services 

and Agriculture, provided most of the budget for the school.  The work done on 

school premises also provides some income to the school, from agricultural 

produce, eggs, milk etc…  Thus the students themselves through their work 

know that they, too, contribute to their own education. 

 

The relationship between the Israeli students and the American/Canadian 

students was wonderful for both groups.  The Israelis taught the Americans the 

work ethic and the need to have one’s feet planted firmly on the ground, and 

the Americans contributed their own wider horizons and American 

cosmopolitanism to the common effort, discussions and friendship.  Coming 

from different worlds with different problems, it took some time for each group 

to open up and to understand the ideas, ideals and experiences of the other.  But 

in the end they did just that.  I viewed this place as a utopian social-action 

environment and a crucible in which all the ingredients were mixed, giving 

advantage to all different social and economic backgrounds. 

 

In the Youth Village itself, nobody was advantaged, disadvantaged or 

stigmatized.  Each contributed to the other and to the common good and came 

out of the experience better equipped for a broadly mixed and multicultural 

society.  

 

When the school was founded in 1926/1927 by a German physician, Dr. 

Zeigfried Lehman, one of its first supporters was a German scientist whose 

name was Albert Einstein.  His original instruments are still at the school.  

There continue to be 10-20 such schools operating in Israel.  Ben Shemen 

remains one of the best of them with very high standards. 
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All during that summer I spent much time talking with Aryeh Simon, hearing 

about his and the school’s theories of education, the application of these 

theories and the results of such education. Among those successful applications 

were contributions to the society at large and the teaching of democracy 

through participation in student activities for themselves and for the broader 

community.  Each group planned its evening program. No employee of the 

school was ever allowed to hit a student.  Misbehavior or lack of responsibility 

were reasoned out in private discussion between the student and staff. These 

discussions were called a “birour” (clarification hearing).  Often they 

continued over a period of three or four hours.  Everyone had a right to be 

heard, for without the right to be heard there is no dignity, there is only 

imposition of one will over another.  This was part of the education of 

democratic principles: learning to listen and to discuss with one another 

without violence and without demeaning the other. 

 

The extracurricular activities included sports, Shabbat services, music by the 

children every Friday night, once-a-month Shabbat morning explanatory 

concert by some of the finest musicians of the famous Israeli Philharmonic 

Orchestra, attending a theater performance at least once a year, visiting 

museums, a trip to Jerusalem and a trip to Massada.  They went as a class.  

Culture was a fundamental aspect of the entire program. 

 

 

Back to America after the summer of 1968 

 

In 1969, my family and I returned to the Kutz Camp, to the Torah Corps, where 

I taught a course in ethics incorporating the Prophets, my own civil rights 

experiences and what we had learned from our summer experiences in Upper 

Nazareth and Ben Shemen. 

 

In the fall of 1969, unknown to me, a delegation of the World Union for 

Progressive Judaism and the Union of American Hebrew Congregations went 

to meet Aryeh Simon and at the conclusion of the meeting asked what the 

Reform Movement could do to contribute to his Ben Shemen school.  He 

answered: “Send me Allan Levine.” When I was asked by the Union of 

American Hebrew Congregations if I was interested, Suzy and I were 

overjoyed to have this opportunity for fulfillment of all that we believe in.  Our 

children were far less overjoyed by the prospect.  I went to Israel for an 

interview and it was suggested that during the first year I would be in charge of 

the staff of the graduating class, as the Rabbi of the Village – to which were 

later added the roles of social worker, member of the administration of the 

Village, organizer of joint meetings and activities between the Youth Village 

and Arab youth from Jerusalem, and being in charge of public relations for the 

Village.  During the summer I was to work with the Mitzvah Corps coming 

from America and to assume whatever duties the Reform Movement might ask 

of me. 
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Leaving America 

 

Before all this Israel experience could take place, I first had to fulfill my 

painful duty to inform our wonderful congregation in Rochester that we were 

leaving for Israel to face the excitement of the new challenges that awaited us.  

This I did in December of 1969.  I informed them that we would be leaving in 

June of 1970. 

On the eve of our departure from Rochester for Israel, a community farewell 

dinner was held for us.  It was attended by the members of my congregation, 

the leaders of the Jewish and non-Jewish community, blacks, whites, Catholic 

priests, Protestant ministers, rabbis, judges, city officials, educators, fellow 

civil rights activists and opponents.  Congressman Frank Horton flew in from 

Washington to present me with a flag that had officially flown over the Capitol 

in Washington. 

When we left for Israel at 5 AM, over 50 people had gathered at the airport to 

say goodbye to our family.  I will always lovingly remember the people of my 

congregation and those of the larger community, who for eight years gave me 

the encouragement and opportunity to live a full and meaningful life in 

accordance with the teachings of Judaism, as I understood them. 

Now, almost 40 years later, as I look back at those turbulent years, I realize 

how civil rights activists, adults and children, blacks and whites, contributed so 

much to transforming the face of America and the lives of its inhabitants, 

including the lives of those who, a generation or two generations ago, were 

opposed to civil rights. 

In a sense their change is even greater, for they now have a fuller humanity and 

are better people for the change.  What began as protest by a few ended up as a 

growing coalition of decent concerned citizens and dedicated legislators in state 

and federal government. 

 צדק, צדק תרדוף

“Justice, justice, you shall pursue [Deut: 16:20]. 

It can work. 

See Appendix 8 (page 74). 

*    *    * 

 

Postscript – Synopsis 

 

At this point I would like to present a short postscript of what ensued. 

 

In September of 1973, after three of the most wonderful, satisfying, meaningful 

and productive years of my life, I informed the Village that I would be leaving 

because, together with my colleague and friend Rabbi Hank Skirball, I had 
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been appointed by Rabbi Steve Schafer, Director of the National Federation of 

Temple Youth, to be in charge of founding a kibbutz for the Reform 

Movement. 

 

I was also to join Hank in planning, directing, supervising and troubleshooting 

the Reform Movement's ongoing short-term summer programs as well as six-

month and one-year programs for high school and college students.  We were 

also responsible for the Israel Reform Youth Movement’s programs.  We had 

already begun to create new long-term programs for our foreign students from 

the States and other countries, which could potentially provide candidates for 

our kibbutzim-to-be. 

 

During the summer of 1973, the 17- and 18-year-old leaders of the Reform 

youth movement in Israel decided, together with Hank and me, to establish the 

first Reform kibbutz.  Some of them proposed this at a conclave in Jerusalem 

following the Yom Kippur War.  The founding group of both the movement’s 

existing kibbutzim included youth from the Israeli Reform movement, non-

affiliated youth and graduates of Ben Shemen together with Americans in 

Israel at the time. These were later joined by other Americans from the Reform 

Movement, most of whom had been through our summer camps in America 

and/or our summer, half-year, or one-year programs in Israel. 

 

Our first kibbutz was to be a community of equality based on the social justice 

principles of prophetic Judaism with a mixture of culturally/economically 

integrated population of East and West. The group was to be from different 

countries, with different backgrounds, different histories, and different outlooks 

on life. They would work together for each other and for themselves for the 

common good and community which they in the future would establish and 

live in, and go on to bring up children in accordance with their principles.  The 

dream materialized and yet another kibbutz of the same nature would be 

founded a few years later. 

 

Rabbi Steve Schafer helped us every inch of the way in New York, with the 

founding of the garin, the group of American youth and college students and 

graduates who would prepare themselves for settling in Israel at the kibbutz 

together with the youth in our programs in Israel.  To do this well, he had to set 

up a mechanism and bring over a kibbutz shaliah (emissary, a kibbutz 

representative) to recruit and prepare these young people in the States for 

kibbutz ideology and life.  Steve's work was essential to the whole dream.  An 

American, Racky Newman 2, totally committed to Civil Rights and Social 

                                                 
 2 In the late 90's Racky asked me to acquire from Ben Shemen a total budget analysis particularly 

stressing a breakdown of a cost per child for the education (including culture, farm skills, operation, 

maintenance of all the buildings and lands in the Village etc…. Racky saw Ben Shemen as a relevant 

prototype model of what can be done throughout America for those for whom this type of education 

would be most beneficial, narrowing the gaps between segments of the population and ultimately 

reducing the welfare burden for generations to come.  This was presented to some of the relevant 
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Justice in America and Israel, to Ben Shemen and to the Reform Movement, 

gave us the seed money for recruiting of our first Israeli group for Kibbutz 

Yahel. 

 

The founding of the two Reform Kibbutzim, Yahel in 1976 and Lotan in 1982, 

kept me busy and fulfilled. 

 

At the most personal level, Suzy and I enjoyed pride and pleasure and were 

struck by tragedy and sorrow.  Our three boys grew up to be fine young men 

and we were proud and lucky parents. 

 

We lost our Romi at age 20 in 1978.  Our sorrow and loss were so profound.  

Harold and Ori insisted that our being a happy and joyous life-loving family 

had to continue for them, and they refused to allow us to wallow in our pain 

and loss.  They saved us from sinking.  Our family remains joyous and happy 

and is again full. 

 

Harold studied medicine at Beer Sheva University and is today a physician 

practicing the specialties of family medicine, pediatrics and gastroenterology.  

Ori studied film and television communications at Tel Aviv University and is 

now working at the management level of a major toy store chain.  Harold 

married Naomi Harlap in 1983 and Ori married Tali Mekahel in 1990. 

 

1987 turned out to be an eventful year in our lives.  While rejoicing with 

Kibbutz Yahel in celebration of their 10th anniversary on February 28th, 1987, 

the Kibbutz presented us with a surprise gift.  They made us honorary members 

of the kibbutz in recognition of our efforts in the establishment of the kibbutz.  

This was truly one of our most memorable and meaningful experiences. 

 

Five months later, in July 1987, while returning from the kibbutz at 3:30 in the 

morning on the Arava highway in the middle of the desert, I suffered a stroke 

while driving. I didn't tell Suzy anything other than I was very tired, would she 

drive?  Her taking over for me when I was tired was a regular habit.  I did not 

want her to be nervous, for I knew that we had to travel over another 100 

kilometers until we reached the Beer Sheva hospital.  When we finally arrived 

at Beer Sheva, I asked her to stop at the hospital for I knew I was in deep 

trouble.  After checking out my eyes, one of which, my left eye, was paralyzed, 

the doctors sent me to the eye department around 5 in the morning.  They 

decided that my problem was neurological and dispatched me to the neurology 

ward, where I was hospitalized for 3 weeks.   

One night at the end of the first week, a nurse ran into my room to inform Suzy 

and me that our daughter-in-law Naomi was in labor at a hospital in Tel Aviv.  

I was up in a flash, found my clothes and against the judgement of the doctors I 

                                                                                                                                            
authorities in Washington and in her own State of California.  For whatever reason, there was not 

positive or even inquisitive response. 
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left the hospital to see our first-born grandson Roy.  His new life gave me new 

life.  When I was finally released from the hospital, I was told that within six 

months I would fully recover.  This did not happen since I was left with 

residual eye damage and had to stop working and go on disability some six 

months later.  At age 55, my stimulating and productive career was over. 

 

Suzy and I studied art for seven years at Tel Aviv University.  We always 

enjoyed doing everything together and still do, be it travelling, taking care of 

the grandchildren, visiting museums and art galleries, complaining or laughing. 

 

Our children, their wives and our grandchildren Roy, Lee, Neta, Tomer, Noa 

and Alon keep us happy and young at heart. 

 
 
















































