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JOURNEY TO ABARIM

A BRIEF HISTORY OF JEWISH FAMILIES IN POTTER COUNTY
1890-1880

({Researched and Writfen by David Castano, Yice President PCHE)

The earliest known Jewish merchants in Potter County
are recorded in the 900 census. All of the enterprises
undertaken by these lumber era store owners were Gunily
driven. Brothers, cousins, in-laws, wives, and children all
plaved a role in these businesses. The jobs ol salesmen,
clerks, book-keeping, and deliverymen were divided
amaony them., Belore 1920, they were alimost exclusively
immigrants from Germany and Eastern Furope. These
new arrivals were llerate, bul without capital Lo go nnme-
diatelv into business, By the 1880°, the cities along the
easl coast already had established businesses and manu-
[aciuring firms founded by Jewish families generations car-
lier.

The greal waves of Jewish immigration [rom Russia
and Lastern Luarope were flecing the “Pogroms”™ and cul-
tural prejudices initiated by politically threatened monar-
chics during the late 19" century. Maost ol these Polish,
Lithuamian, and Russian Jews lived in “Stedals™. These
were villages that were set aside for Jewish settlement.
Many famihes had hived in the same stedal sinee the middle
ages, usnally at the convenience ol a local Count or Chris-
tian king, Many anti-Jewish laws established during these
times remained in place through the 19" century. Jews
could not own land outside of their stedal or hold a2 pub-
lic office such as mavors, judges, or police oflicers. Any
shift in political climate forced many Jewish populanons
to move throughout castern Europe. Every Torm of epi-
demic or economic disaster was foisted upon their pres-
ence. As a matter of survival, they became crattsmen,
tradesmen, and merchanis, The Jews of castern Furope
developed a standard that even in the United States 15 a
model for success. Actually, modern reality game shows
contain these same clements: hlelines through extended
family unity, education, and risk-taking to improve their
standard of living, The carly Jewish families of Potrer
Counly manilesied all of these trails. Extensive railway
svstems kept Tar-Nueng Family members in touch with one
another. ree public education gave sons and daughters
equal learning opportunities. Often, older children were

sent te live with relatives m larger communities where
schools ollered more academic courses.

Their entry into Potter County’s environment begins with
the rough and tumble lilestyles that sull existed i many lum-
ber camps and mill towns at the advent of the 20™ century,
During these Gmes, the Jewish merchant Families survived
the hardships ol separation, mioleranee, horeile personal teg-
edv, and natural disasters, 'U'hey not only moved lorward and
prospered but also contributed greatly to the hetterment of
their communilics. By the carly 1950% most ol these Lamniles
were dispersed across the naton. Thewr children and grand-
children being engaged 10 a myriad of opportunities that her-
alded America’s modern age.

THE PEDDLERS

The tirst contact that many residents of Potter County
had with those of the Jewish faith, were the itinerant ped-
dlers. Many ol these peddlers sold merchandise that could
be easily carried in suiteases, These included sewing no-
tions; small kitchen aids such as ege beaters, metal spatu-
las, and can openers. Jewelry, pens, and stalionary were
also popular. The points of departure for these men into
the lumber regions were [rom the larger towns. To the
east, they were Towanda, Elmira, and Williamsport, Many
also ook trains from Bullalo, Olean, and Jamestown, Ped-
dling goods 1n the coal mining camps ol Clinton and
Clearfield counties was forbidden because ol the resiric-
tons against outside sales that the company stores held
over the miners. Many peddlers were roughly forced out
of places like Shintown, Grassflars, and Snowshoe, by coal
anid 1iron “bulls™ hired by the mine owners,

In Potter County, the lumbering camps welcomed
these peddlers m the TH9Y s, The goods they sold were
olten not available in manv of the hamlets closest to these
camps. Another advantage was the updating ol national
news and outside events lrom one camp to the next. Ped
dlers served as traveling news anchors, besides hinding an
appreciative customer able to purchase items without leay-


















