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ABSTRACT

Urban form can be thought of as a record of the historical development of
the modern city. It is an educative record in that through examination of
the morphology of the city we can learn about the social relationships,
class structures, ideologies, institutions, and meanings which inhered to
the city at different stages of its development and together contributed to
the form of the city as we know it today. This thesis is autobiographical in
that it recounts the process of discovery, the learning, and the questions
that were raised as | explored the morphology-the record-of Society Hill,
Philadelphia.

| emerged from the experience of having immersed myself in a history of
the neighborhood, the Jewish history of Society Hill, with a clearer way
of perceiving and a deeper, more penetrating way of understanding the
city. This "way of seeing" in turn calls for frame reflection for planners so
that we can make more explicit the world view that shapes our
understanding of the city, and formulation of plans. The example of Society
Hill points to the underemphasis and undervaluation of a framework that
sees the city within the context of human experience, both past experience
in terms of the historic record, and present experience in terms of the
subjective meanings of space. A methodology of "getting out there" as
represented by the form of this thesis, is suggested to redress the
observed "frame imbalance" and lead us to a more complete and balanced
understanding of the city.

Thesis Supervisors:
Frank Jones
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Donald A. Schén
Ford Professor of Urban Studies and Education
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1. The City as Historic Record
The morphology of the city reflects the interaction of svolving and
complex political, economic, and social forces. Urban form can
therefore be thought of as a record of the historical developrent of
the modern city. It is an educative record in that through
examination of the morphology of the city we can learn about the
social relationships, class structures, ideologies, institutions, and
meanings which inhered to the city at different stages of its
development and together contributed to the form of the city as we
know it todey. Paul Knox, a British geographer, emphasized the
importance of urban form i{n relation to historical explanation; urban
form provides “clues™ which make it possible to °identify the
physical and social bases of modern urbanism®.
"The historic city obtrudes es a visible factor in the
contemporary landscape of the cities throughout Europe end
North Americe, revealing itself in turn as historic artefact,
slum district, or, more subtly, as the morphological template
upon which successive waves of urban renewal and land use

changes have taken place'.'

The historic city “"obtrudes™ in the landscape of modern cities to



verying degrees. We must not only look at the city thet remains
standing todey but also inquire into what of the city has been
destroyec, and why. Extant urban form-the morphology -of the city

is therefore only a pntantse/ record of historical development.

The contents of this record aere precarious, always in danger of
erasure. with the erasure of the record we potentially obliterate or
obscure from our vision importent pieces of history. Consequently

our perception and memory of history is altered.

The 1980°'s have been heralded as a decade of “urben revival in the
United States"2 As urbon renewal, downtown revitaliztien, and
gentrification rebutld the central core of many of our cities, much
of the history of our nation has either been destroyed, or is in
danger of being destroyed. It is precisely in these sectors of tt;e
city where change 18 now occurring thet evidence of the evolution of

our cities is to be found.

The evidence-"the clues™-ere to be found in those buildings that
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remeain standing and are representative of different periods in a
netighborhood's history. Some of these vestiges are consciously
preserved by historic preservation commisssions a&s landmarks
whereas others ere more obscure and exist largely hidden from our
view, their survivel a seemingly fincongruos heppenstance. The
survival of these hidden “unplenned” for vestiges is fortuitous for
they provide points of discovery through which we can explore
masked histories of a neighborhood and derivatively the larger city

of which the neighborhood is an integral part.

Exploration of a building’s history can tell us about the function and
meening that this building once had in relation to the surrounding
area and how both function and meaning have changed over time. The
people thet once occupied the building, and the building's uses
provide insights into some of the conditions and way of life that
existed in a neighborhood over time. In this sense the process of
discovery is archival in its reconstruction and documentation of

historical facts, thus meking historical explanation possible.



The process of historical discovery also has another function. It
challenges us to think about how history is represented in the city.
¥e are motivated to ask questions about the relationship between
the values of decision mekers and planners, and the attributes of the
urben environment. Who decides how, and which histories are to be
represented in the environment are important questions at a time
when planners are focusing on issues of “downtown revitalization
and redevelopment”. Criticel decisions concerning what stays in a
neighborhood and what goes will effect the conception and
understanding of the history of the city by future generations of

city dwellers, planners, end academics alike.

This thesis is autobiographical in that it recounts to the reader the
process of discovery, the learning, and the questions that | raised as
| explored vestiges or points of discovery existing within the
neighborhood of Society Hill, Philadelphia. The goals of this thesis
are threefold:

(1) to represent an outline of an interactive laarning process that is
easily replicahle . It 18 in this respect that the city can be conceived
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of as an educative record, offering an opportunity for learning
through exploration and inquiry into both the form of the city that
we can readily observe and the form of the city that is either
seemingly insignificant or may no longer exist. | It is an interactive
model of learning from end with the environment that {s both
exciting and relevant for students and policy makers.

(2) to present what | have learned substantively about the
experience of a group of people which was made possible by
investigation of the history of a building.

(3) to reflect further on both the learning process and the knovledge
geined through this process in order to {lluminate some of the
issues and guestiong that arise, and are inherent in the conception

of the city as a potentially educetive record.



2. Society Hill: Urban Renewal and the Recreation of

History

Society Hill 1s a neighborhood in Philadelphia thet is nationally
recognized as a prototype of urban redevelopment and what "good
planning® can accomplish. Society Hill was transformed from what
was described as & "bombed out® area of "“ageing and overcrowded,
tottered.. 1ow rent residences”, to one of Philadelphia wealthiest
residences as well as an important tourist attraction.!
Fundamental to attracting both weaithier residents and tourists to
Society Hill was the recreation of a Society Hill intended to project
en historically “authentic™ image of the old Colonial city. Society
Hill wes redesigned to creete the image of the "greene country
town™ of Willlam Penn's "holy experiment”. In order to recreate the
“genus loci™ of the Colonial city, painsteking effort was taken to
ensure that colonial “townhouses™, lantern lit and cobblestone
paved streets, and quaint aileyways would all be present. The scale
of the redevelopment program necessary to transform Society Hill
led the urban geographers Cybriwsky end Western to the conclusion
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that Society 111 wes en especially significant case of urben
reneval because “such a total transformation of the environment is
vwithout pre:cenclent'2 AEG. Morris concurs with their observation
writing thet:

"Philadelphia since the 1960's has been the most widely

i1lustrated example of on-going comprehensive restructuring
and systematic renewal of an historic urban core.>

It 18 important to lcok briefly at the urban renewel of Society Hill
which produced the “total transformation™ of urban form to it's
present manifestation of colonial character and elite occupancy .
Understanding the ambitions and intentions of the urban reneval
plan establishes the contextual framework within which the
significance of the discovery of incongruous vestiges cean be

appreciated.

In the 1940's Society Hill was a deteriorated neighborhood that was
part of a city descibed by Lows as "a donut: @ vast metropolis bufit

up eround & hollow center..(the downtown areas) were submerged 1n
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slums”.4 Society Hill had the unforunate distinction of abutting the
birthplace of the Constitution of the United States. The ares stood
obstinately as an embarrasment to the conscious of Philedelphia,
it's physical squalor and poverty amidst the historic landmarks of
our nation disgraced and castigated the city, in particular the local
elites and government officials. The city of Philadelphia as a whole
was not doing much better, the local economy was suffering as the
raw-materials processing and menufacturing industries began to
decline. Something had to be done to reverse the trajectory of
economic decline besieging the city. According to Smith three
“essentfal ingredients™ combined to stave off the deteriorating
economic condition of the city. These three ingredients were: (1) a
coalition of powerful buisness and civic leaders named the Greater
Philadelphia Movement, (2) the government, at both federal, state,
and local levels including the passage of the federal housing act of
1949, and the granting of a home rule charter in 1952 which gave
Philadelphia increased autonomy in metters of local palicy end
generation of revenue, (3) private financial capital.s Leaders in
business and government agreed that the future of the city was tiedv



to the success of the city center and the emergence of a downtown
focused economy. It was within this environment of optimism and
reform that Edmund Bacon, a Philadelphia born architect who later
became the Executive Director of the City Planning Commission,
emerged with a vision for Philadeiphia's future. Bacon waes one of
the creative forces behind the promotion of the Better Philadelphia
Exhibition of 1947 which was supported by the city and locel
buisness concerns. Displayed to the public (385,000 attended) were
visions of what the city could look like in thirty years. The City
Planning Director at the time commented that the exhibition "made

people see the city as solvable"©

Edmund Bacon was one of the chief proponents of guiding
development through the use of comprehensive plans. Nothing short
of a “complete metamorphosis of the environment™ was envisaged
by Edmund Bacon, then Executive Director of City Planning for
Philadelphia, as necessery in order to revitalize the city as an
attractive place to live and work. The resurrection of Society Hm‘
was the target of the residential component of a comprehensive
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planning strategy for center city Philadelphia. Designated as part of
an urban redevelopment area , Society Hiil qualified for federal and
state funds made available by the passage of Urban Renewal
legisliation. Public funds in combination wi'th privete capital

financed the redevelopment of the the area.

Kenneth Helpern writing in "Downtown U.S.A.” has applauded Society
Hill as a “lesson in the use of urban renewal to preserve and renew
the prevailing charcter of a historic area”.’ Halpern's assessment of
Society Hill points to an importent factor in the success of Society
Hill, the creation and selling of history. Scholars studying the
phenomencn of gentrification and the “urben renaissance" have
indicated that such transitions in neighborhoods ere “catalyzed by
certain physical attributes..most notable of which is that of
historicity: an urban fabric thet waes once dismissed, or at least
overiooked, now becomes celebrated for its architectural styie and
‘authentic’ ambience"0 Scciety Hill is exemplary of this trend.
Advertisements aimed at selling the historicity of Society Hill to
elites in the hope of drawing them "back to the city" abounded.l
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Exemples of such ads included one placed in & program of the
Philharmonic Hall ot Lincoln Center in New York which read:
“This is Society Hill..the new fashionable community...famous
for its prominent citizenry since before the Revolution..(we
have) carefully preserved this tradition. The houses are 20th

century in design and materiais, but retain all the charm and
flavor of Colonial Americo.'g

In order to recreata the “charm and flavor of Colonial America”
massive surgery of the building stock and displacement of former
lower income residents wes required. Buidings such as the
warshouses and dilapidated eighteenth and nineteenth century row
homes which were incongruous with the desired colonial image were
either “selectively cleared” and replaced with an appropriate
colonial vestige, or received cosmetic surgery to ensure congruity.
Similarly, the predominantly lower income residents of Society Hill
were told thet, "they would have to compromise their interests with

those of the citg'.‘o

Society Hill unequivocally succeeds in projecting the image that it
has remained colonial in cheracter continuously through its



forthcoming tercentenary celebration. | would however argue with
Halpern that Society Hill is more representative of a palimpsest
rather then a “renewal of prevailing cheracter”. One image, one
history, ond one form of the city was intended to supplant other
equally legitimate periods in the history of the neighborhood,
similer to a palimpsest where one text has been removed from a
parchment in order to make room for another text, all evidence of
the preceeding text having been obliterated. A heterogeneous
neighborhood containing varied building types and functions, and a
diversity of people and lifestyles has been homogenized in
accordance with the plans and visions of those in power. Inherent in
the perception of the environment as a palimpsest which can be
manipulated and transformed to suit the purpose or imagination of
those in power {s the erasure of other histories and social realities
that either obstruct or are discordant with the realization of that

vision.

Standing in the midst of the “colonial” period architecture end
lantern 11t streets is the incongruous, imposing edifice of the B'nat
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Abraham synagogue. It was the discovery of the B'nai Abrahem
synagogue that inspired me to explore another period in the history
of Society Hill. A period when these same alleyways and courtyerds
housed an immigrant population and teemed with poverty and
disease, an area considered Philadelphia's worst slum. This little
known and obscured experience is that of the Russian Jews who
settled in Society Hill during the era of the great wave of
immigration to this country at the turn of the century. The B'nef
Abraham synagogue which was founded in 1882 stands today as the
most prominent vestige of a neighborhood that at the turn of the
century was considered Philadelphia's equivalent of the lower east
side of New York, e densely populated neighborhood that served as
the first arsa of settiement of the Russian Jewish immigrant of

1900.

The continued existence end survival of the B'nai Abrahem synagogue
is due to the tenacity and intrensigence of & few men who
assiduously attend the daily minyen for prayer. Their tenacity and
struggle to meintain continuity end meening in the midst of

13



dramatic social changes has ensured the survival of the synagogue,
defying the imperatives of changing demographic, economic, and
religious structures. Their struggle to maintain continuity through
the survivel of a synagogue that was once the center of orthodox
Jewry in Philadelphia has provided & point of discovery, en
opportunity, to trenscend the homogeneous image of history -"the
restoretion of a prevailing cheracter” - that Society Hill was
designed to project. We are invited to discover and learn about the
history of a neighborhood and the experience of a people that is
largely vanished and in a few years time will be all but obliterated
as the old synagogues are converted into condominiums and their

devoted worshipers begin to pass awag.' !

It 1s importent to note thet | am focusing only on the experience of
one group of people who lived and contributed to the history of
Society Hill. Other groups, in particular the black community of
Philadeiphia, has an tmportant history and attachment to the
neighborhood for it was here that Wwilliam Still operated an

underground railroad office, Octavius Catto was shot down, the
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Mother Bethel A.M.E. Church was founded and Richard Allen remains

buried today.'2

The synagogue of B'nai Abraham and the remainving members of the
congregetion serve as the lens through which we can view the
Jewish experience in Society Hill. The survival of the synagogue
from 1862 to the present cllows us to identify three periods in the
social history of the Jews of Society Hill which correspond to
larger demogrephic trends within the Jewish community of
Philadelphia. These three periods are:

(1) “The hub of Jewish 1ife". The Russian Jew settles in Society Hill
1890-1910.

(2) “From hot dogs to steek™. The growth and decline of the Jewish
community 1920-1965.

(3) "They cell it the Society Hill now". Urban Renewal and
gentrification: The return of & youger generation of Jewish
professionals and the chenging nature of Jewish religious and

communal life; 1965-1987
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3. Society Hill: A Hidden History

“The Hub of Jewish Life"

"Die Rushishe shul”, B'nai Abraham, was founded in 1862 and was the
first congregation orgenized by the Russien Jewish immigrents
arriving in Philadelphia. These immigrants were part of the wave of
Jews fleeing pogroms, persecution, and discrimination that were
intensifying in Russia during the 1ast half of the nineteenth century.
Between 18681 and 1699 the United States received 547,850 Jevish
immigrents, 36,390 (6.6%) of whom lended at the Port of
Philedelphia. By 1904 it was estimated that 60,000 Jews had

arrived at the port of Philadelphia. !

The catalyst for the en masse immigration of whole Jewish
communities was the killing in March, 18681 of Czer Alexander II.
The assasination spurred a series of riots and pogroms directed at
the Jews who served as scapegoats for the engry mobs. Shortlg'

16



thereoafter in May, 18682 the Russian government instituted the May
laws which restricted the Jews to a limited area known as “"the Pale
of Settlement”. In accordance with the edict warsew and other
lerge cities were depopulated of Jews. In addition to geographic
confinement the Jews were restricted occupationally,
educationally, and politically. wWith few opportunities available and
living as defenseless victims of pogroms and rendom violence the
Jews only viable option wes to emigrate. Recounts a present
member of B'nai Abraham, a 93 year cld man, of the Pale:
"It was horrible. |11 never forget the dey the cossacks came
end took my great grandfather, the Rebbi of the village. It was
o shabbos morning. Just after services they came up to the
shul and asked my great-grandfather to 1ead them through the
forest on their horses. He refused, he wouldn't ride on
shabbos, it's forbidden. So, thay dragged him through through
the woods. We found him hours later, he had died for Kiddush

Hashem.(sanctificetion of G-d.) My father left soon thereafter
for Americe, and we followed a few years later.

Fully one third or 2,000,000 of Russias 6,600,00 Jews had left the

country by 19002

The first immigrants to reach the shores of Philadelphia arrived
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aboard the steamship "111inois™ which carried a cargo of 360 Jewish
refugees. The arrival of the “I11inois™ marked the beginning of the
great wave of East European Jewish immigration that was to
continue until the First world wer. The estimated 12-15000 Jews
living in Philadelphia prior to 1870 would increase to 75,000 by
1900, and reached it's apogee of 200,000 Jews by 1918.3 It has been
estimeted thet between the years of 1864-1891 epproximately

41,000 East European Jews settled in Phllodolphh.“

The arriving Jews first settied in the area of Society Hill in the
vicinity of Fourth end Lomberd streets, one block from where B'nai
Abraham now stends, and less than a mile from where the boats
landed at the foot of wWashington Avenue in South Phialdelphie.
“(the immigrants) settied in blind, bandbox alleys with
hydrents end cisterns in the courtyards along Fourth and Fifth
streets, south of Pine, a small area that was to become

Philadelphia’'s equivalent of New York's Lower Eest Side. Here
the vast majority were to remain until after world wer ns3

The aree of Society Hill where the immigrants first settled
encompassed the entirety of wWerd S. The US. Census of 1900



delimited tracts according to the existing political division of the
city. Thus Ward 5, a political division was coterminous with the
census tract. The ward extended east to west from the Delaware
River to Seventh Street, and north to south from Walnut Street to
South Street. The census of 1890,1900 and 1910 provide only &
skeletal picture of what Society Hill was 1ike. Furthermore, it is
importent to note thet no question concerning religious affiliation
Is included in the census, thus Jewish demography has been in the
words of one scholer “plagued by a lack of feasible date~® The
closest approximation of the Jewish population available from the
census is the number of foreign born population of Russian origin. Of
course not all Jews ere of Russien origin, end by the first
generation the number of remeining foreign born is considerably

reduced.
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word S 1890 1900 1910

Total Population 16987 166606 17006

Totel wWhite Population 14619(B68) 15617(938) 16243(96%)
Totel Black Population 2335(14%) 1251(7.48)  763(4%)
Total Foreign Born 5915(35%)  7133(42.3%) 8426 (50%)

Russian Born N.A. N.A. 5149 (61%8)

we can assume that the majority of the foreign born in 1890 and
1900 were from Russia given our knowledge that the area had e
large number of Jews Also, the census of 1910 which does have
deta on country of origin shows that the majority of the foreign
born were in fact from Russia, and thus most probably were Jews.
The peak of the population of Ward S, the area of Society Hill, was
reached in 1910, with 17,006 inhabitants, 5149 or of whom were
Russian born (thus we can assume Jewish). This period aiso marked
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the peek in popuiation of all of the wards in South Philadelphia.

Written accounts of the neighborhood are more fruitful in regard to
estimates of the Jewish population of the area. According to Dr.
Cherles Bernheimer who conducted studies of the burgeoning
Russian Jewish immigrant communites in the United States at the
turn of the century, the area surrounding the Young Women's Union
which was located {n the heart of Society Hill on Pine Street was,
"Composed of more than eighty percent of Russian Jews .. It was
literelly the center of the Jewish population of the area ’
Statistics of public school enroliment provide a rough
approximetion of the Jewish population. The public schools of the
immediate aree, which included one located directly across from thg
Young Women's Unfon, ° Hed a Jewish population of 85 to 90

percent."®
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Table 2; Jewish Enroliment in Public Schools of Society Hill 19007

Schogl Location ZJowish

Horace Binney Spruce blow Sixth 75
Kindergarten "t 76

James Forten Sixth ebove Lombard 91

( 1/2 block from B'nai Abraham)

wm. Meredith Sth & Fitzwater 935
( 2 blocks below Society Hill)

(source: Bernheimer, The Russian Jew in the United States,p.202)
The Russian Jewish population slthough originally settling in the

arse of Society Hill did not remain confined to this area, spreading
southward as the numbers of immigrants arriving continued to
rapidly increase. In addition to Ward 5, Society Hill, the wards of
South Philadelphia including the First, Second, Third, Fourth, and
Seventh, all of which housed the growing Russian Jewish population
also were home to other immigrant groups. The total area of the six
wards covered 2.3 miles, 1/50th of the totel aree of the city, and
held 165,385 people 1/B8th of the total population of the city. In
1907 the Jewish population constituted the largest ethnic group tn‘
the South Philadelphia area, counting an estimated 55,00 peopls.'o
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In a period of twelve years since the arrival of the Illinois, the
Jewish population of South Philadelphie had grown from 300 to

30,000.!

Immigrants settled in the erea largely because of the existence of
cheap housing and close proximity to the ianding site. The area of
Society Hill end the few blocks immediatley contiguos to the
neighborhood ceme to be regarded as, “"One of the vilest Jewish
immigrent neighborhootle.."2 Numerous desciptions of the
neighborhood by settlement house workers, Jewish communel
workers, and journalists all attest to the blighted living conditions
found in the area. Indicative of the blighted, multi-problem nature
of the erea was the location between 1899-1910 of six settiement
houses. One of these settlement houses, the University Settlement
House on Alaska Street, pioneered the “encounter with the slum®
that was pert of a city wide movement te “efface the slum and
upgrade the condition of the 1mmlgront."3 One settlement house
worker described some of the more decrepit, overcrowded streets of
the neighborhood: |
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“Alaska, Gaskill, and Kater streets (all within Society Hill)

were notorious for their decaying wooden “bandboxes”, the
offel and enimal excrement encrusted in their wooden
sidewalks and cobblestone allagwags"-M

Society HI1) although predominantly Jewish did contain within it a
heterogeneous population of previous immigrant groups who like the
Jews moved to the ares as the first in a successive wave of
domiciles, and a significant Black popuiation that had lived in the
area since the time of the founding of the city. In addition to
housing a heterogenosus racial and ethnic population, “neighborhoods
within a neighborhood”, the beginnings of a residentially stratified
Jewish community were developing. Two accounts written at the
turn of the century, one by the head of the College Settlement, Anna
F. Davies, and the other by Charles Bernheimer although relecting
the xenophobia and prejudices of the time, provide sketches of the
neighborhood illustrating both the heterogeneity and the seeds of
intragroup stratification:

“A narrow dirty street (7th & Lomberd), a crowded alley
filled with children and adults, with dogs and cats, with
garbage and refuse, the air cries with rough language...Next to
this is Mom Hewitt with her counter of cold victuals; farther

on blind Susen preaching. it all seem like a show, a spectacle
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in which we have no part because we are on the surface of it,
ignorant of it all, unable to understand, only repelled..The
Negroes..have moved west, and Russians , Poles, Hebrews, and
diverse nationalities..have strongly entrenched
themsslves™. |2

"1t ( the Russian Jews) has swarmed into Pine and Spruce
Streets, formerly occupied by Old Philadelphia families. It
has, become in some cases, more respectable and less
dengerous morally..Some of the well-to-do Jews are in the
northern portion of the section on Spruce and Pine Streets.
Lomberd is lower grade, especially because of its mixture
with lower class negroes.. South Street is a bee-hive of
buisness activity among the Jewish people..0f the north and
south streets, Fourth conteins the most thickly settled
Jewish population.. Immediately west of the the northern
portion of the Jewish section are numerous negroes, and
southwest s predominantiy Italien..In the northern portion of
this down-town district the Jewish people mingle with the
left-overs of Americans. 16

In 1881 Philadelphia was tn the midst of a severe housing shortage.
The immigrants arriving in Society Hill found themselves crowded
into smell row homes on narrow streets and alleyways. A study
conducted to exemine housing conditions in the city found that an
average of 9.17 persons lived in a house in the Jewish section,
compared to the city average of 5.4 persons per house, There was no |

plumbing 1n the homes and cold water was supplied by the communal
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hydrent on the outside, usually in the back courtyerds of the
tenaments. The public bath house was located at Fourth and
Gaskill, in the heart of Society Hill. In eddition, many privete bath
houses opened to meet the overwheiming demend for for bathing
facilites. Remembers the 93 yeer old B'net Abraham congregant:
“We didn't have o toilet or a bath. In the courtyerd between
the homes there was a dump toilet and & spicke! that two
buildings had to share, that was it. it was freezing to go to
the bathroom. Once a week, on Friday, riq’ht before Shabbos my
father would take us to the bathhouse."!
The neighborhood quickly adapted to the newest wave of immigrants.
Palpable signs of Jewish occupancy were visible as the, "House
fronts were converted into shops emblazoned with signs in Hebrew
characters..Familiar signs in Hebrew characters designated where

Kosher food could be bought(and)..Other signs lettered in Russian,

Polish, and Yiddish, advertised bath houses. -18

Immigrants found work in three principal occupations ,(1) in the
needle industry; where they worked in sweatshops menufacturing

suits, overalls,etc.(2) in ciger meking, and (3) as merchants and
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peddlers, opening shops on South Street, and operating pushcarts on
Fourth Straet. On the stoops in front of houses for want of any
other location were found handscraftsmen, umbralla repair men, and
cobblers  practicing  their trade.!9 Sweatshops, small
manufacturing, and cigar making plents dotted Society Hill, an area
of considerably mixed land uses. South Fourth Street from Lombard
to Monroe, a four block stretch, was the center of the sweatshop
district, end was to become the center of the Jewish business
district, bustling with pushcerts, delis, bakeries, and butchers.
Today the erea remains a garment and linen district retaining a hint

of the what that the area must have been like in 1900.

It wes within the immigrent neighborhood of Society Hili, the
densely populated, overcrowded, deteriorating "ghetto”, that
Congregation B'nai Abraham emerged to serve as the religious home
for the Yiddish speeking Jews. it was both the oldest and largest of
the Eastern European congregations in the area 2 B'nai Abrahem
was one of @ profusion of forty five places of worship that were'
reported to have existed within a helf square mile south of Spruce

27



Street within the neighborhood of Society hi.2! These places of
worship were not all synagogues as we might imagine them. These
congregations did not own large buildings, hire a Rabbi, and have a
structured and formal organization. On the contrary, most of these
places of worship called "chebroth® were similar to small societies.
Many of these smaller synagogues were an outgrowth of the
“landmanschaft”™ which were fraternal associations of people from
the same town. The landmanschaft served a vitel function to the
immigrant community. Firstly, they provided @ vehicle of
adjustment for the immigrent, allowing the immigrant to edapt to
an alien environment. A sense of security and continuity was
provided through association with fellow townsmen from the “old
country™ thus countering the disorienting impect of an urban
industrial society. The functions of the early landmanscheft were to
aid the sick, provide death benefits and a place of burial, to provide
for the exchange of news and correspondence from the homelend, and
to establish & social network for those from the same oreo.zzmng
landmanschaftn evolved into synagogues. A 1iving example of the
evolution and merger of two landmanschaftn {8 the Society Hill
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Synagogue, a Conservative synagogue that caiers to the
predominantly younger generation of Jews who recently moved
"back™ to the neighborhood. Originally a Beptist church, it was
purchased in 1910 by the Roumenian American congregation and
ioter was merged with Congregation Agudath Achim, both of which
were landmanschaftn established at ther turn of the century. Many
of the landmanschaeftn looking for buildings to house their
congregations would buy or rent church buildings whose worshippers
hed moved awaey. In fact, B'nai Abrahem originally met in a converted
church until moving to its present building which was designed by

Philadelphia architect Charles Lewis Bolton, 25

The evolutionery process from landsmanschaft to synagogue or
“shul” was explicated in some detail by the foremost observer of
Russian Jewish immigrent life at the time, the herstofore
extensively quoted Dr. Charles Bernheimer:

" The founding of a congregation usually emerged along these

l1ines: A few individuals, usuelly as such as came from the

same town or district, feeling the necessity of some

concerted action, banded together to form a beneficial society

ordinerily bearing the name of the town or district whence

most of the members came. The aim of such societies in the
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first instance was to assist financially any of the members
who might be sick, to provide burial for the dead, and a death
benefit for the widow or orphan of the deceased. After the
society became strengthened in numbers, a hall was hired for
meeting purposes aond was converted into a praying roorn.
with the approach of the high holy days, a season when svery
Jew feals the need of & synegogue, seats were sold to its
members end in this wey revenus was obtained to purchase e
building. The building was sltered for purposes of Jewish
worship and the society imperceptively turmed into a
congregation, retaining, however, for a long period, its
beneficial elements. The original beneficial society was
called a Chevra and the final form a congregation. The main
difference between the Chevra and the Congregetion is the
fact that tha former has no special place of worship,
whereas the later has."24

The synagogues which abounded 1n Society Hill and South
Philadelphia practiced a form of worship thet could be considered
Orthodox in the sense that theu were tied to a traditional Jewish
religlous practice. Robert Tabak in his 0“0][]818 of the BVOWMQ
nature of Orthodox Judaism in Philadelphia concluded that, “while
only & minority had clear theological definitions of Judaism,the
synagogues they went to, their way of eating, their patterns of
holiday and 11fe cycle observance like their language , tied them to
traditional Judetsm."22 The form of worshtp wes communal in

nature with lay officers leading services and conducting the
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business of the synagogue. The service was more personal, less

inhibited, and to many, quite indecorous.28

B'nai Abrehem with a congregetion of two hundred members and
deily classes which could boast an attendence of B0 students held
the prestigious position of being the “center and pace-setter for all
of down-town Jewish 1ife2? written in the program of the
fifty-fifth aniversary celebration of B'nai Abrahams founding is a
description of an event that attests to the prominence that the
synagogue hed in the immigrant community. The yeer {8 1903:
“(we heard news of the) Kishnieff Massacre. A day of fasting
was proclaimed; the stores on South Street were voluntarily

closed; in the middie of a week-day the community flocked to
the synagogue and filled it to overf lowing.‘2B

Another reason for the preeminence of B'nai Abrsham among the
Othodox synagogues of Society Hill , and among the Philadelphia
Orthodox community at large, was due to the respect and status
accorded the spiritual leader of the congregation, Rabbi Bernard L.

Levinthal. B'nai Abraham along with three other congregations
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brought Rabbi Levinthel from Lithuania in 1891 after the death of
B'nai Abraham's first Rabbi, who was Levinthal's father in law.
Rabbi Levinthel was to become the unofficial 1eeder of Philadelphia
Orthodoxy. Rabbi Moshe Shepiro desribed Levinthel's position of
influence and authority as one such that, * No matter was undertaken
in Philadelphia Jewry except by the initiative, assistance, or
support of Rabbi Levinthal."29 Rabbi Levinthal's influsnce and
reputation was not confined to the Orthodox community of
Philadelphia. Levinthal had established a reputation in the
Philadelphia Jewish community at large, was among the leeders of
Orthodox Judaism in the United States, and had achieved national
stature outside of the Jewish community. Rebbi Levinthal was the
only Rabbi emong @ delegation of American Jews sent to the Paris
peace talks ofter World Waer I. In local matters Levinthal was
instrumental in the establishment of the Yaad Hakashruth,( a board
that supervised and ensured that meat was slaughtered according to
Jewish law) as well as taking a leading role in strenthening Jewish
religious education. He was also one of the founders of the Americen
Jewish Commitee. The Union of Orthodox Rebbis of America of which
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Levinthal was a founder met at B'nei Abrahem for their second

annual conference in the early 1900'g.30

Lavinthel lived in Society Hiil on Pine Street in a house purchased
for him by the synagogue. A biogrepher of Dov Bernard Revel, the
former president of Yeshive College and & close friend of
Levinthal's, wrote of Levinthal's home on Pine Street:
"The home (716 Pine Street) was a four story house with very
large rooms which alweys seemed to be filled with people.
The young rebbi (Revel) joined the master in the dining room
where Rabbi Levinthel dealt with representatives of Talmud

Torahs (Jewish religious schools), shohatim (butchers), and
charitable institutions."3!

Rabbi Levinthal whose role was singular among Orthodox leaders of
this period remained rabbi of B'nai Abraham for 61 years until his
death in 1952. The honor and reverence given to Levinthal combined
with the size of the synagogue and it's distinction as the Russian
shul as opposed to the landmanschaftn which were more

representative of the the villages, all combined to make B'nai’
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Abraham what one congregent referred to as, “The number one shul

in Phile."32

| have referred to this period of Society Hill's history as the
development of an immigrant community. Accordingly, | have
referrad to the Russian Jews who came to this country at the turmn
of the century as immigrants. An importent qualification of the
term immigrent 1s necessery. The Russian Jews were more akin to
refugees in the sense that they left their homes in Russia not
primerily as the result of a voluntery decision to search for wealth
in America but rather because they saw no other choice but to
emigrate from Russia or remain subjected to persecution and
discrimination. The post 1882 Jewish immigrant coming to America
differed in this respect from the German Jewish immigrants of the
early and mid nineteenth century and hed vastly different needs. The
Russian Jew arrived without money, 111 clothed, and emotionally
scarred. The new frontier of America was but one more of a series
of alfenating, although concomitantly liberating, events in the 1ife
of the Russian Jew. It called upon him to search for fellow
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villagers_"the landsman™-in order to build a sense of security in en

environment filled with uncertainty and trepidation.

Immediately upon their arrival in Philadelphia tﬁe Russian Jews had
begun to develop the foundations for an organizational network
responsive to their spiritual and material needs. Equally important,
the Russian Jewish immigrant needed to establish the rudiments of
community which were a psychologicel imperative if they were both
to overcome the traumatic loss of community due to migration, and
simuitaneously adapt to the demands of an urban, industrial society.
B'nai Abraham, the other synagogues, and the landmanschaftn
comprised one component of an extensive network of seif-initiated
orgenizations that arose to adderss eimost every aspect of the
immigrants spirituel, intellectual, philanthropic, educational, end
recreational needs. Ranging from the small threads of community,
the landmanscheftn, to larger umbrella organizations which served
the entire Russien Jewish population, the immigrents initiated e
self constructed network of organizations all working towards the
end of establishirg a community-e supportive whole.
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In an earlier study | compiled a list of over 100 organizations that
hed been organized in the immigrant community of Society Hill
between 1885-19002° This list ranges from Matzoh and Fuel
societies to Yiddish newspapers, from the Yiddish theatre to the
establishment of & Jewish maternity hospitel. when one looks at the
list of orgenizetions that appeaer in the appendix and locates them on
the map of immigrant institutions of 1900 you cen begin to get a
feel for the different 1ife embodied within the same geographic ares
of acity . This community celled by many "the ghetto™ was to serve
es both a point of entry end exit into the larger urban industrial
society of which the immigrants weres to become an integral part,
The “ghetto” allowed for continuity and change; maintaining a
critical equilibrium for the immigrant as he made the transition
and adjustment to the demands and culture of a new world. It {s
important to understand the immigrant neighborhood of Society Hill
if we are to understand the context from which the Jewish
community evolved to it's present form. For it was within the
Jewish community of Society Hill and South Phﬂadelgma that the
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seeds of Jewish religious and communel life in Philadelphia were

planted, and were to take on their particular form.

| feel that it is important at this point of the thesis to reflect on
the process of discovery covered thus far. The reconstruction of the
history of the Jewish immigrant neighborhood was made possible
through inquiry into the prescence of a vestige, the B'nai Abraham
synagogue, existing in Society Hill, 1987. If we are to understand
the synaegogue's history we must learn about the function and
meaning thet the synagogue played in the lives of the people who
organized and contributed to it's development. We cannot divorce the
building from the context within which it emerged and matured. The
history of the building serves as a portel to the history of the
Jewish experience in Society Hill. The reconstruction of history is
now compiimented by the memory of the remaining members of the
congregation as we move from the settlement of the immigrant
community of Society Hill at the turn of the century to the nascent
Jewish community of 1920-1940. Our exploration of history through
oral accounts given by the congregants who presently attend the
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daily minyan at B'nai Abraham is aided by the use of census data
and, as with the reconstruction of the immigrant community, the
use of accounts or reports written during the period of {ime under

study.

38



“From hot dogs to steak®: The Growth and Decline of the

Jewish Community 1920-1965

“Like drugstores each corner had a shul” (synaogue) recalls Irv, a
long time member of B'nei Abraham. Irv comes to the minyan every
weekday morning before going to work on the properties he owns in
the neighborhood. Thinking back to the neighborhood that he grew up
in he recalls, "It was all Jews down here, | remember when there
were different synagogues for every occupation,for instence, B'nai
Rubin was a prestigious shul that the wool and 1inen merchents from
4th street went to, they had money just like Her Zion today."(e

wealthy suburben synagogue) !

Speaking with other members of Bnai Abraham and some of the older
Jewish men who still have stores in the aeres, all remember the
neighborhood as e center of Jewish 1ife, described by meny as a

ghetto.

Remembers Wilile, a man in his early seventies who was
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bar-mitzvah in B'nei Abrahem, " The shuls used to be packed... We had
900 members when | led the choir back in the forties". Sam Auspitz,
the owner of the Famous Delicatessen which has been in the
neighborhood since 1921, recollects, “There w"eren't enough shuls
for all of the Jews down here... During the high holidays they would
have to pitch tents on 4th and Sth Streets so thet people could

daven(pray).”

Jewish life outside of the synagogues was equally vibrant. Fourth,
Fifth, and South streets were the heart of the Jewish shopping aree.
Kosher butchers, delis, bakeries, wedding halls, and tea houses
proliferated within an eight block radius of the cormer of Fifth and
South. The "hub of Jewish life” of the immigrant neighborhood of

Society Hill in 1900 flourished throughout the 1920°'s and 1930's.

Jack {8 an 82 yeer old men was born in Ukrania and came to this
country in 1923. He 18 an energetic, youthful man with bright blue
eyes, o sardonic wit, and o furtive look that always makes you
wonder whether he 18 telling the truth or putting you to the test.
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Jack operatas a steand where he sells all sorts of new and used
clothing, house supplies, and an occasional piece of luggage. He has
stood at the same spot on Fourth Street for 62 years. He talks about
Fourth Street, Philadelphias equivalent of the Lower East Side of
New York's Mulberry Street:

" It was all pushcart all the way down to Catherine Street...
Everyone had one or two pushcarts. | started out here selling
rags.. The street wes crowded you could herdly move,
everyone trying to make a buck. |t was all Jewish back then,
thers were some italians and Blacks too but mostly poor
Jews, an immigrant section®

Sam Auspitz, who came to the United States from Hungary in the
same yeor as Jack , remembers Fourth Street:

"It wes all pushcarts..was a bargain street, an area for
bargains. There were seven delis just on Fourth Street. It was
very competitive, used to fight for pennies..big price
wars..This was the big bargain area where people would come

to shop, a poorer neighborhood not like the Jewish area
uptown, that was more refined.”

Dr. Steinberg a 93 year old member of the congregetion who came to
this country in 1905, remembers doing all of his shopping on Fourth
Street as well as perticipating in the "Torah parades™ that took
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place on the street:
"Everything was on Fourth Street, Kosher butchers, the baker,
it was like the Ninth Street market is to the Italians... When a

shul would purchese a new Torah they would have a parade
down Fourth Street, it was a big event.”

Where Fourth Street a crowded, pushcart lined street that served as
an outdoor bazear, Fifth Street had a different commercial function.
Fifth Street housed the wedding halls, restaurants, some small
reteii shops, and store front offices. The Jewish Forward, a Yiddish
newspaper, had it's offices on Fifth Street, it's name remains
emblezoned on the steps of the building thet is now a French
restaurent. Everyone | spoke with remembers the weddings on Fifth
Street. They speek of the great banquets on Seturday nights that
were held in halls . As Leon, the 82 year old Gabei or sexton of the
synagoue, recalls, ° Everyone would go to the weddings on Fifth
Street.” Leon elso tells of the restaurants that 1ined the street, “You
hed every kind of restaurant you could ask for, meat, dairy., you
name it 18 was on Fifth Street.. | sterted out et a stand on Fourth
Street in front of the bakery and ended up going into buisness with a

partner. We bought a restaurant the "colonial” on Fifth Street, it was
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a Jewish style restaurant and ber... | started on Fourth and ended on

Fifth."

South Street was the commercial spine of the neighborhood. Almost
all of the stores were owned by Jews. Here was located
Snellenbergs clothing store about which historian Max Whiteman
writes:
“Fifth end South, intersected by Passyunk Avenue, had
emerged as an important commercial center and soon became
the envy and an ambition of the street hawker and pushcart

peddler who stood awed by the great Snellenburg clothing
store.” 2

Het stores, shoe stores, furniture stores, bedding stores, and delis
were all to be found on this busy thouroughfare. South street was
not only e shopping center for the immediate Jewish neighborhood
but also drew people from all over South Philadelphia. Also located
on South Street and intersecting alleyways were the "Russian tea
houses.” Remembers Sem Auspitz, “The tea houses on Gaskill
Street(one block over from South Street) wes where you'd go to play

poker and kibbitz." Leon similarly remembers the tea houses, “You'd
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sit and play domino’s..You could get a full meal there too, Jewish
cooking.... During the prohibition the tea houses would serve a little

wine and some schnapps, it was like a speakeasy.”

The memories of Jewish life of Society Hill from 1920-1930 ere
similar to the accounts written of the Jewish immigrant
neighborhood in 1900. The reminiscences of the vibrant Jewish life
embodied in the neighborhood all took place in an environment of
poverty, substandard housing, overcrowded 1iving conditions, and et
times hostile reletions with other poor ethnic groups living within
the area. Remembers Dr. Steinberg who lived on the border betyeen
the Jewish and Polish neighborhoods:

“The neighborhood was rife with hoodiums...it was a tolerant
erea but it was a poor, tough aerea.. The only reason | didn't
get beat up was because | had blue eyes, they didn't think |
wos Jewish..wWhen | became a doctor yeers later the only way

| could travel in the area ot night wes to carry my medical
bag, otherwise they'd have bothered me.”

Gedalia, who comes to synagogue every sabbath morning and remains
inside the sonctuary until sundown so as not to travel the

considerable distence to his home on prohibited on the sabbath,
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descibed the neighborhood to me:

" Used to be a great Jewish neighborhood..but it wes a slum,
a dirty area with wooden houses...it was a dump.”

Sem Auspitz concurs, describing the area as o,"Dilepidoted, cheap

neighborhood... You could buy & house for $300-$400".

Confirming the general depiction of a deteriorating neighborhood as
described by past residents, was a study of the Neighborhood Center
conducted in 1940 by Jullus Griefer. The Neighborhood Center study
covered four wards in South Philadelphia, one of which was Ward 5,
the neighborhood of Society Hill. The Neighborhood Center itself was
located one block south of South Street on Bainbrige Street. The
study found thet as of 1939 , 968 of the residential structures in
the area had been constructed before 1905 and 23.9% of the houses
were built prior to the Civil Wer. This compared to 38.4% citywide.
The number of new accomodations built in Society Hill between
1900-1940 was 9% of the total number of homes in the area
compared to 61.68 of the total houses recently constructed
cltuwlde.3 The study elso found that 66.4% of the structures wero.
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considered substanderd, nearly 43% of the family accomodations had
no tollets. It was also found that 11.6% of all of Philadelphia's
demolitions took place within these werds. Consequently there were

over 100 vacant 1ots in the area.

The study concluded with a dour assessment of the Russian Jewish
community's physical environment, similar to the sketches of the
neighborhood provided by present members of B'nai Abraham when
esked to describe the “old neighborhood™:
“In housing and 1iving conditions, the area eppears to be one
of the worst in the city. Much of the houging is substandard
end predetes the Civil War..The entire area has the
eppearence of neglect-is blighted end transitory in
character..All in all, the area presents a pattern of least
desirabilty for residence since it contains all the indices of

blight..(the study erea) is therefore in need of complete
rehabilitation and redevelopment."‘

The impetus for movement out of the neighborhood was therefore
attributable in large part to the harshness of the 1iving conditions.
Geographic mobility-the movement out of the neighborhood-was

also fueled by on emphasis on social mobilty and “bettering
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yourself”. The immigrant Jey saw America as a land of opportunity .
Unlike Russia, where o Jew was confined to the Pale, a Jew in
America could earn an education and attain success, both of income
and status. Immigrant parents whose goal it was to open a business
end meke money, did not want their children to enter the business
they had struggied to bulld. Instead they pushed their children to

study hard and earn a degree.

Sam Auspitz, who at one time owned seven prosperous delis,

explained to me:
“The mejor goal in life was to send the children to
college..The greatest hope for a Jewish family was to have

children that would grow up to be professionals..All your
money went to their education, it's from our tredition.”

Jock, a peddier on Fourth Street all of his life, voices the same
commitment to educating the children so that they could could
become “professiorials™:

"I was always poor, and i'm still poor, but my kid's a C.P.A.
accountant ond lives in e beautiful suburb in Jersey.. All
people wanted in those days was for their kids to go to
college, you put away all that you had for the kids.”
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Jews in the prosperous 1920's achieved economic sucesses. Within a
single generation the Jews achieved affluence and moved into the
middie class of Americen society. The concomitant of occupational
mobility was geographic mobilty. Jews moved from the "ghetto” to
more affluent ereas of the city ond suburbs. Here they
"re-concentrated” once ogein creating & Jewish religious and

communal 1ife as they had done upon their arrival to this country.

As the frst ares of Russien Jewish settlement in Philadelphia,
Society Hill and South Philedelphia experienced repid losses of
Jewish population as people became more affluent. Success in
business, the rise to the middle class or white colllar status, the
emphasis on educetion and social advancement for the children, and
the opening up of the suburbs after the Second World Wwer all
precipitated the movement of the Jews from the neighborhood
beginning in the 1930's. From a peak of 55,000 Jews in South
Philadelphia in 1904 the Jewish populatipon of the area shrank to
28,000 by 1944, a drop in Jewish population of 60%. Jews continued
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to live in steedily decreasing numbers in the area of Fourth and
Fifth Streets, from Spruce Street in Socfety Hill to Oregon Avenue
in deep South Philadelphia.5 Available estimates of the Jewish
poulation indicate that although the loss of Jewish population was
more rapid and showed the most considerable decline it was part of

a larger trend in population loss in the erea.

Tsble 3: Trends in Pooulotion of Society HilLWerd 5

1910 1920 1950 1940 Chonge 1910-40
Totel 17006 12138 9603 7142  -96864 (-138%)
Jewish 5149 N.A. 1245 700  -4449 (-636%)
Black 763 1155 1155 759 - 4 (- 5%)

Three trends ere {illustrated by the above chart. First, the totel
population of the aerea has declined precipitously, losing 9876
residents in o thirty year period. Second, the Jewish population
experiened the greatest proportional decline of the major groups
residing in the aree. Both in terms of actual numbers of people lost
(4449) and percentage change(-636%) over a thirty yeer period, the
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Jewish population clearly exhibits a swift movement out of the
neighborhood. Finally, we see that a substential minority of Black
residents hes maintained e steady presence over the same thirty

year period.

The Neighborhood Center Study from which the estimates of the
Jewish population are drawn concluded thet:

" The decline in population has been considerable, with the
Jewish group showing @ more rapid shrinkeage than any of the
other ethnic groups..The Jewish population in the intensive
area ( the four wards of which Society Hill s one) has shown
the most considerable decline..Young married couples are
particularly eager to move out, the neighborhood is regarded
by most of them as responsible for lowering their sociel
status...If the present rate of decline continues, there will be
practically no Jewish people in the district in another decade
or two."0

All of the people | spoke with presented a simple story of the
process that accounted for the decline of the Jewish neighborhood.
People made money and consequently they were able to afford to buy
a house in nicer areas; 8 more suitable environment to raiss the

kids. The shopowners who used to live on top of the stores
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(according to the 1940 census over 30% of the family accomodations
in the area were categorized as “Buisness with Dwelling") moved out
to the suburbs but kept their place of buisness in the neighborhood.
The parents emphasis on education end on becoming e “professionai”
led the majority of second generation Russian Jews to careers
outside of the family store. When the perents retired the stores
closed, and the neighborhood was left both without Jewish
residents and Jewish businesses;the demise of the “hub of Jewish
life” waes complete within one generation. Dr. Steinberg's retelling
of why Jews moved out {8 representive of the group:
“The Jews became more prosperous. They go into buisness,

become wealthy and move out to the suburbs..This eoll
happened starting in the 1930's and aspecially after the wer.

Jack, the peddier from 4th Street, describes why in his view the
Jewish merchant district died:

“Children of immigrants didn't want pushcert jobs, to be
“pushcertniks”.. The people who owned stores moved away in
the 1940's, when they died there was no-one to take their
place, the kids didn't want the business.”

The people that | talked with were happy to be able to move out of
S1



the neighborhood. A move out meant a move up. Society Hill was
associated with low status, of being a penniless immigrant with no
choice but to live in the crowded ghetto. Despite the frustrations
and initial deprivation and harshness of American 1ife which often
led people to pronounce a curse on Columbus - & klug tzu Columbus-
America nonetheless offered liberating possibilities. Movement out
of the neighborhood wes movement into Americen society and
symbolized in part the entrance of the immigrant Russian Jew into
the mainstream of middle class Americen life where Jewish and
American values were synthesized to form the beginnings of a

distinctive American Jewish character.

Wille, the treesurer and former choir director of B'nai Abraham
moved out of the neighborhood efter the Second World Wer. He
described to me his reaction to moving out of Society Hill:

" | was happy to get away..like going from a hot dog to a
steak, bettering yourself.”

Dr. Steinberg voices a common denominator already discussed in the -

decision to move, the wish to improve the environment where the
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children would grow up. Lest | wax too sentimental Dr. Steinberg
emphesized to me that it's ridiculous to imagine that there was
anything to miss about the “cld neighborhood"

" | wanted to raise my children in & neighborhood that was
safe so | moved to wWynnefield in the late 1930's.( Wynnefield
was one of the second area of Jewish settlement. it was an
all Jewish neighborhood of tree 1ined streets and
predominantly single family homes). There was nothing to
miss down here, that's ridiculous The only thing | liked about
the area was that it was the place | grew up and it was neer

the river..like the Egyptiens who had to be near the Nile, |
liked being near the Delawaere..it's my Nile"

The Jewish migration out of Society Hill begen within the relatively
short span of thirty years from the time they arrived. As table 3
illustrated the Jewish population of Society Hill, werd 5, had
decreased in a period of twenty years from 5149 in 1910 to1245 in
1930, o loss of 3904 Jewish residents. An additional 545 Jews
moved out in the period between 1930-1940. Estimates of the
Jewish population after 1940 ere "guestimates” as the only source
available was the Census. The 1950 Census reports that in Tract
005, the area of Society Hill, there were 681 persons of Russian
origin constituting 9.8% of the total population of the tract. in 1960
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the Foreign Born population of Russian origin totaled 490 persons,
althcugh this constituted 14.58 of the total population as the tract
lost over 3000 residents. The sizeable loss in population during this
period was probably attributable to the initietion of urban renewal
in the erea which enteiled wholesale clearence of structures and
displacement of people. The decline in the numbers of foreign born
or descended people of Russian origin (which we must use as a
rough approximation of the Jewish population) seeems consistent
with the preveiling trend of Jewish population decline in the area.
After the Second World War it appeered es {f Griefer's
prognostication that practically no Jewish people would be left in

the area in a decade or two was quickly becoming e reality.

The years following the Second World War until the beginning of the
urben renewal of Society Hill in the mid to lete 1950's constituted
the next distinctive period in the history of the neighborhood. This
same period is known as “the Golden Age" of American Jewry. It was
a time when the children and grandchildren of immigrants found
“education, careers, and affiuence that their fathers could onlg'
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dream of.*7 A map of the social geography of the Jewish population
of Philadelphia of 1950 would be virtually unrecognizable to
someone reading @ map of Jewish settiement in Philadelphie in

1900.

By the early 1950's the Jews had moved out of the arsas of the first
and even second settiement to the outlying ereas of the newly
constructed Northeast section of the city and post war suburbia. A
1957 Federation of Jewish Agencies study estimated the
distribution of the Jewish populetion of Philadelphie as residng in

six principal areas:

Olney-west Ook Lane 48,300
wynnefield-Overbrook 30,000
Germentown-Chestnut Hill 16,300
Eastern & Western suburbs 43,400

Northeast Phile. 48,300

Tha totel number of Jews residing in these six areas comprised 75%
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of the Jewish popuiation of 250,000 in the Philadelphia
metroploitan area. The findings of the study pointed to the fact that
" before long there would be few reminders of the early, large,

immigrant Jewish ghetto in South Phnt‘n:lalpmera

Accompenying the movement of Jews was a pettern of synagogue
relocation. Many synagogues rether than closing their doors
permanetly when the Jewish population of an area declined, would
follow the movement of Jews and reestabish the congregation at a
new location. B'nai Abrahem did not move or close it's doors as Jews
left Society Hill. Athough the mejority of the forty five piaces of
worship in Society Hill counted in 1893 were gone, a significant
number remained ofter Wwil. The following table lists the
synagogues existing in Society Hill in four periods; 1900, 1955,

1965, 1967:
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Table 4: Synagogues of Society Hill in Four Periods of 1t's History?

Synagogues remaining after 1955 are marked with en asterisk*

Nome of congregation in 1900 1939 1965 1967
Congregation israel Anshe Hungerien o
Congregation Agudas Achim Anshe Neziner *
Congregation Ahavas Achim Beth Jacob

Congregation Ahavas Chesed Bneil Abraham o »
Congregation Ahavas Zion Bnat Rubin

Congregation B'nai Abrahem Kesher israel »
Congregation B'na{ Jacob Poale Zedek

Congregetion B'nei Joseph Roumaninan Am. o o
Congregetion B'nai Shrem Yilna o "

Congregation B'nai Zion
Congregation Beth Isreel
Congregation B'nai Rubin
Congregation Emunath israel
Congregation Kesher israel
Congregation Ohev Zedek
Congregation Shomre Shaboth
Congregetion Tiferes Israel
Yilna Synagogue (190S)

There seem to be three reasons for the continued existence of these
orthodox synagogues in an aree of dwindling Jewish population. The
first reascn is that of the Jews who remained in the area most were
older and treditionel in their religious observance. Although small in
total number there were enough devoted among them to meintain a

small congregation which in Jewish law can consist of as few the’

ten men necessery for a minyan. The second reason is that meany
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stores remained in Jewish hands and consequently many of the
Jewish storeowners aithough living in other areas of the city
continued to attend the "downtown shuls”. This {s particulery true of
the period before the urban renewal of the neigborhood when the
food distribution center of Philadelphia was located on 2nd Street
in Society Hill. Many of the food merchants and kosher butchers
would welk over to the synagogues located on Fourth And Fifth
Streets near Lombard Street to pray in the morning before going to
work or in the evening before they returned home. Finally, many of
the members of the synagogues of Society Hill who had moved out of
the ares would return on weekends for sabbath services. They
maninteined their attachment and commitment to the synagogue
even though they had moved and possibly even belonged to the newer
Conservative synagogues characteristic of the new areas of Jewish
settiement. Leon somewhat irritated by what he perceived to be my
insinuation thet the synagogue should have closed, summerized the
situation for me:

" We had no reason to move or close up. The buildings paid up,

end even when the buisnesses closed up or people moved they

still come back. We don't owe aenybody, just got e new roof,

spent $7000 on repeirs..Why should we close? A lot of the
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members are the sons and grandsons of the original members,

they don't live in the ares enymore, but they keep a

me:nbership. Why not, for $25.
The U.S. Census from the years 1940 and 1950 shows that as the
Jews left Society Hill the Black populetion which had always
comprised 108 of the erea expanded to 20% by 1950, increasing
from 759 persons to 1363 persons. Housing in the neighborhood
remained below the average standerd of the city. As of the 1950 U.S.
Census more then 30% of the dwelling units were in need of major
repairs or were without privete bath as compered to 12% of all
dwelling units in the city. There had been no new construction of
housing units in the area since before the First World War. The 1950
US, Census counted 96% of all structures in the area were built
before 1919. South Street the once bustling shopping center of the

area was becoming desolate as stores closed and no form of

business emerged to take their place. Remembers

willie who owned a shoe store on Sth & South, the former “hub of

Jewish life™:

" The street (South Street) started dying back in the 50's,
60°'s. We sold the store and moved out. People were afraid to
walk, they wouldn't shop down here anymore."
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Leon recalls South Street and walking to shul in the 1950's and

1960’s:
"South Street was very bad back then. The area was much

more dangerous than it 18 now, | used to be afraid to walk to
shul on the winter mornings when it was dark out.”

And so appeared Society Hill on the eve of urban renewal. A
neighborhood that was founded as part of a “holy experiment”, later
to serve as home to successive waves of immigrants, Society Hill
wes about to embark on the latest incarnation of an American

dream; the rebirth of the industrial metropolis.

The metemorphosis of Society Hill from a neighborhood of “leest
desirebility” to en “unsurpased location™ occured within a period of
twenty five years beginning in the late 1950's. The initial chenges
in the neighborhood were abrupt taking place within ten years. The
subsequent years were the time needed for the private market to
complete the revitalizing trend of new construction and renovetion
initieted by public sector investment; a process now referred to as
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gentrification. where in 1950, 96% of the buildings were built prior
to 1919, by 1960 the US. Census reported that 60% of the
structures had been constructed between 1960-1980. Only 37% of
the buildings constructed prior to 1919 remained standing in 1980,
thus 678 of Society Hill's authentic “colonial® homes were buflt in

the "modern” period of the 1960's,70's, and 80's.

The physical trenformaetion was coupled with a social
transformation entailing considerable displacement. in 1950, 1363
or 208 of the neighborhood's 69682 residents were lower income
blacks. By 1980 the neighborhood was only 38 black, over 1000 of
the areas blacks were gone. The displacement is evident in
statistics accumulated by the U.S. Census on the length of residence
of the areas population . In 1950, 84% of the population had lived in
the same house as they did the yeer before. In 1960, S7% of the
population lived in a different house outside of the area. We can
infer that a turnebout in population occured in this period as older
residents left or were displaced. U.S. Census figures indicate that a
virtuel inversion of income, occupational status, and home values
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occured during this period.

Willle who observed the urben renewal of the area during the
remaining deys before closing his store on South Street 1ooked back
on this time with disbelief:
" 1t was about 15-25 years ago that the area really began to
change. At first the hippies came to South Street and opened
up restourants. The street was really dying back then, Rizzo
was mayor at the time...An expressway was supposed to come
through here, right through South Street. People sold their
properties cheap, wanted to get out. But the expressway fell
through. | never knew the neighborhood would be worth what
it 18 now, | could've bought homes for nothing, who knew? The

whole neighborhood looked so different then, to think of the
money | could've made...well, nothing | can do now.”

Willie raises two interesting points concerning the urban renewal of
the area. One 18 the rarely mentioned and short lived history of
South Street as a hippie area, a gathering place for “bohemians”. A
neighborhood with old buildings, cheep rents and ideally situated
close to the downtown end the riverfront, the neighborhood was
perfect for ertists and "bohemians” willing to take the risk of living

in an area described as a "haven for ferocious misantm'opes'.lo
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The other point concerns the proposed construction of an
expressway that was envisaged to run along South Street. The
plenned expressway required the demolition of buildings slong South
Street in order to provide the space necessary for a multi-lane
highway. The project did in fact fall through, but the city retained
the power of eminent domain acquired for the expressway project;
Furthermore, federal funding wes available for urben improvement
projects. This confluence of circumstances provided e propitious
environment for the inception of & large scale urban renewal

project.

B'nai Abrahem hung on through the yeers of urben renewal, acquiring
historic certification by the Pennsylvania Historical Society.
Certification ensured thet he building would remain untouchable by
either the bulldozer or the developer. With ths building completely
paid for the only worry the synagogue hed was maintaining a minyan;
the presence of ten men required for public prayer. This was, and
continues to be an omnipresent threat to the survival of the
congregation. |
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The urben renewal of Society Hill which transformed the
neighborhood to one of the mest “distinguished addresses™ in
Philedelphia should have been good news for B'nai Abrahem. As B'nai
Abrehem struggled to meintein a minyan 1in an area that no longer
housed meny Jews, 8 large number of Jews were about to move back
to the neighborhood. They were included among the ranks of the
young professionals and buisness people who moved “back to the
city” as snvisaged and planned for by Bacon and the leaders of the
city's power elite. A 1981 Federation of Allied Jewish Agencies
report found thet center city including Society Hill was "the fastest
expanding Jewish area within the city™!! The study estimated thet
20,000 Jews lived in the Center City-University City area. B'nei
Abraham, the former “pace-setter of all Jewish life down-town",
now faced the final challenge to it's survivel. It had thus far
withstood the dissolution of the Jewish community and the plow of
the bulldozer. Would the young Jews who were now settling in the
erea ottend end support B'nai Abrahem as the few remaining
members grow older and less able to do so? |
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“They Call it the Society Hill Now":

“You can't get them no more”, said Leon dejectedly one afternoon as
we stood outside the synagogue waiting for enough men to arrive to
make the minyan. As we stood there both knowing we wouldn't have
a minyan on this rainy afternoon Leon continued, “we never used to
have a problem getting a minyan, we hed two minyans just in the
morning, plus people would come in and out of the synagogue all
afternoon to learn Talmud, but that was the old deys. There's just
no-one left to call up, the older people are all dying out.” This
conversation with Leon was to be a familiar one both mormning and
afternoon as we would wait for eight more men to trickle into the

basement of the synagogue for prayer.

The daily minyan of B'nai Abreham was struggling to survive and
Leon was leading the fight. He was the third generation of his family
to belong to Bnai Abraham. Both his father and his grandfether were
gabais, sextons, of the synagogue and now Laon in retirement after
having closed his restaurant was carrying on the family legacy. As
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Leon told me, "I'll always go the shul es my fether and my

grandfether did. As long as I'm alive the shul will be alive.”

The men who saw B'nali Abraham through a critical period of
transition in the Jewish community of the neighborhood had either
died or were much older now. Only a few of these men still lived in
the neighborhood and were able to attend services on a reguler
basis. My assumption that there were a greater number of older
Jewish men remaining in the area since the time when it was the
"pace-setter of downtown Jewry" proved to be overly optimistic. In
foct, it turned out that there were only four such men et B'nai
Abrahem, the rest of the minyen resembling more of a “potluck”
comprising a veried group of people including some who had lived in
the area, some who may still live in the eree but stayed to
themselves, and a couple of mentally 111 people that Leon brings in
off of the street. Of the younger generation of Jews who had moved
back to Society Hill and now lived in the “fastest growing Jewish

area of the city” none were to be found at B'nai Abraham.
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The struggle of B'nei Abraham to maintain a minyan 18 embodied in
the efforts of Leon to keep the minyan alive. Where other synagogues
might only open on the sabbath Leon keeps the synagogue open saven
deys @ week,"| heve no vacation from the shul, | live there.” Leon
lives in the memory of what the synegogue once was, and what it
meent to his family. The tenaciousness of this memory fuels his
dsiermination. As Leon told me:

"Belleve me if | could get away | would, but if I'm not there

who would open the shul, no-one..| got no choice...I love this

shul, | cry for it at night to think of whet this shul used to be,

it breaks my heert... I'm telling you | heer the shul crying et

night..| have rachmonas (compasion) for the shul,what 1t used

to be like here | can't tell you..so whet cen | do but keep

trying and as long as I'm well enough that's what I'll keep

doing.”
| met Leon on the first sabbath morning that | went to B'nai Abraham
for services. This marked the beginning of my exploration of the
enigme that B'nal Abreheam hed always represented to me.
Previously, | would walk past the synaegogue on summer nights and
observe . group of older Jewish men sitting outside the synagogue
on Lomberd Street speaking Yiddish to one another. Not only did the

bulding eppeer incongruous to me, but these men sitting outside of
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the synagogue seemed to exist in another world which conjured up
images of the “ghetto”. What this synagogue and these men were
doing in Society Hill was a mystery that had intrigued me since
childhood. That first sabbath morning | hed finally mustered enough
courage to enter the door that | hed only furtively peered into

throughout my yeaers of 1iving in the neighborhood.

| pproceeded to the basement of the synagogue where services are
held. As soon as | entered the room | was welcomed into the
congregation. Leon turned to the other eight men who were seated
around the long wooden tables that 1ine the sides of the wall, and
exclaimed, "He's a lifesaver, if it wasn't for him we wouldn't have
no minyan today.” He then turmed to me,” Se don't run away we got o
nice lunch after shachris ( morning service).” It turned out that
every sabbath after the morming service and before the afternoon
service they have a small lunch, called a kiddush, where they serve a
traditional sabbath lunch consisting of the special bread of the
sabbath called challah, gefilte fish, herring, and hard boiled eggs.
While the men eat (there are no women members of the congregation |
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other than the Rabbi‘'s wife) the Rabbi gives a small sermon on the

portion of the Bible that was read during the morning service.

Most of the men present were in their seventies or eighties so |
drew some attention, the older men inquiring, "who's the stranger?.”
immediately following lunch | was introduced to Leon, who had been
running eround meking sure thet everyone was eating,
simultoneously cleaning your plate as he refilled {t. Leon was
introduced to me as the president of the congregation,”Do you know
who you're talking to?", asked one maen in a heavy Yiddish accent who
later turned out to be the vice president of the synagogue, That's the

president of the shul, Mr. Wapner”".

It was through Leon that | l1earned not only about the history of B'nai
Abraham but more Impoﬁontlg about remaining dedicated to &
purpose end a structure of meaning in the face of seemingly
insurmountable odds. If 1t were not for Leon the deily minyan would
cease to exist. Every morning and afternooon he opans the synagogue
end begins the arduous and painstaking process of gathering ten men
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for prayer. He can always count on a few regulars, but even they are
attending the minyan less and less frequently. Leon gives some of
the men one or two dollars from the "pushka” {a silver pitcher into
which everyone contibutes & small amount of Ehange et a certain
point in the course of the service) for coming to the minyen. Leon
recounts an amusing story of one of the men that he used to “help
out with some change™
“There used to be a real schnorer ( cheapskate ) who would
charge me to come to shul. One dey he says, you want me to
come to shul, 1t'11 cost you $2 1f | just sit and $3 if | lay
T'fi1lin. (phylacteries worn by men during morning services
except on the sabbath and holideys) What couid | do | needed
him, if 1t were the old days I'd have thrown him out of here so
quick...But whaet cen | do you can't get the Jews no more.”
An important source of human capital "the Jews" for the minyan
comes from Kesher israel, a synagogue founded only a few years
ofter B'nal Abraham. Kesher israel also hoids a deily minyan and
faces the same struggle for survival. The two synagogues existing
within one block of one another have a symbiotic relationship, each
dependent on the other for survival while simultneously fighting to

retain autonomy. The members of the two synagogues are fiercely

loyal to their respective synegogues, yet they recognize their
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mutuel interdependence-- they heip cne another to "make a minyan,
One of the more interesting survival strategies that the two
congregations have adopted which is reflective of their
intrensigence in remeining seperate occurs when one congregation
that has ten men will complete their preyer and then upon
completion of the service will send over whatever number of men
are necessery for the other congregation to have a minyan. For
instence, let us say that Bnai Abraham and Kesher Israel each have
seven men. Both need three men to make a minyan. The most
efficient solution would seem to be that the two congregations
would choose one location to hold the service thus combining their
congregations for a total of fourteen men. The economic solution
that predicts the pursuit of efficiency and the optimal allocation of
scarce resources once again proves incongruent with human
psychology. Instead what actually heppens is that one of the
congregations (A) will send three men to (B). Four men now remain
ot (A). They wait untii the other congregation completes their
service. Upon completion of the service at (B)the three men of (A)’
pius three men from (B) now go back to (A). Upon their arrival
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services at (A) commence. This allows both synagogues to maintein
independent worship, essential to the conservation of identity. As
Leon would say, "we both remain open , no-one closes for nobody".
This sort of interchange transpires both for the morning and the

evening service on average three to four times 4 week.

Observing this phenomenon it seemed more logical to me that the
two congregations should alternete the location of the services
from week to week, from one synagogue to the other. in that way the
combined strength of the two minyens each of which routinely gets
seven to eight men would assure the continuity of a minyan and at
the same time respect the importance of remaining autonomous. The
symbiotic relationship of the two congregations would thus be
formalized in o structure that would allow for mutual benefit while
acknowledging the importance of the continuity of a seperate
identity. Leon politely listened to my suggestion and then proceeded
to "set me straight”
“| wouln't shame the shul by merging with Kesher Israel. At

one time we had to help them out, we never had problems
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getting a minyan they always did. We wouldn't gain nothing if

they closed up, as long as I'm alive this shul goes on with or

without them.”
And so the two synagogues, one block apert, continue to struggle
each day for a minyan. Everydey Leon picks up the phone sitting in
the comner of the basement room and calls Kesher Israel inquiring,
"How meny you got?." A typical exchange will then proceed with
Leon continuing,” We got seven, we need three. |f you send three over
here then we'll send four back so you can deven". If all goes
according to plans three men will come to Bnai Abraham, sit down
and reed the paper until the seven men of the congregation complete
the moming or efternoon service, and then they return back to
Kesher isreel joined by one, two or however many men are needed
for Kesher |srael to pray. Leon and Abe are the respective generais
of their congregations choosing which troops will will serve double
duty. Typically Leon would point to one or two of the men, usually a
man named Fievel, 8 strong man of 92 years who can handle the walk

to Kesher Israel, to go over and “help em out".

The assertion of en independent {dentity is essential to e sense of
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continuity for the remeining members of these congregations. The
rivalry between the “shuls™ has a long history . The perpetuation of
this rivelry aimost to the detriment of maintaining a minyan points
to the important function this rivelry serves. There are times when
both congregations rather than combining will choose not to pray
publicly. (wWithout a minyen it is considered in Jewish law as if you

prayed alone)

Peter Marris in his book, Losg and Change, offers an explanation of
why this rivelry exists.! Peter Marris has hypothesized thet
conflict functions as a vehicle for accomodation to change. Change
engenders discontinuity the consequence of which is ambivalence
end anxiety. in the adaptetion process individuals struggle to
conserve the pest while adjusting to the changed circumstance of
the present. Conflict serves es a release mechanism, relieving
tensions through the displacement of ambivalence on others. The
conflict, in the cese of the two congregetions serves two functions:
(1) it is essential to the experience of continuity through the
perpetuation of a historic rivairy (2) it serves as conduit forl
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releasing the tensions inherent in the changes in the Jewish life of

the neighborhood.

The exchange of men between congregetions, th§ tenacity of Leon in
celling assorted men to help out "to make a minyan®, and the
commitment and devotion of a small group of “regulers” together are
responsible for the survival of the daily minyan. Of the four
synagogues existing in present day Society Hill only Kesher Israel
end B'nal Abrehem maintain a daily minyan. The other two
synegogues only hold sabbath services. Another two synagogues
established at the turn of the century both of which occupied lerge
buildings of very detailed and beautiful architecture have recently
closed. One is now a condominium and the other mentioned earlier in
the paper is an antique bazaar. Leon refiected on the closing of the
synagogues and the demise of the daily minyans:

“All the shuls are closed up down here. They all had daily
minyens, we had two just in the morning. But no more, you
can't get the Jews no more not even for shabbos. The kids
don't come to shul, they meke money and they become
reformed (members of the Jewish reform movement). it's not

the same anymore®

No longer was it simply a matter of there not being enough Jews in
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the area to support the synagogues, but as Leon points out the nature

of Jewish religious observance had changed.

The survival of B'nai Abraham since the 1930's has been a battle
against changing demographic, economic, and religious imperatives.
The period from 1930 until after the second world war was a period
during which B'nei Abraham battled the economic and demographic
imperatives of an increasingly affiuent and geographically mobile
Jewish population. The Jewish population of Society Hill dwindled
to a fraction of what it once was as an upwardly mobile Jewish
population left the "old neighborhod™ for the verdant suburb. The
desire for upward mobility that at one time induced the movement
out of the neighborhood, in the 1980s enticed Jews back as the area
had become a prestigious place to live. However, the current which
brought the Jewish population back, what ought to have been good
news for Bnai Abraham, was to present the most recent challenge
to B'nai Abrahem'’s continued existence changing nature of religious
observence. The neighborhood that had “synagogues like drugstores"
and “ell the shuls packed™ wes now home to a new generation of
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Jews who placed less emphasis on religious observance end the

importance of tradition.

Society Hill 18 an important record of the history of the Jews in
Philadelphia. The history and experience of B'nai Abraham as the
first and most prestigious of Orthodox synagogues in Philadelphia to
the present where the congregation struggies to maintaina daily
minyan is illustrative of changes in the religious and commmunal
11fe of the Jew in Phialdelphia and in America. In a sense, the Jews
left the neighborhood on their movement up and now having attained
successses are able to offord to come back. The incongruous
juxteposition of the building of B'nai Abreham in the midst of
Society Hill, and the men who make that survival possible on a deily
basis, teaches us about the experience of continuity and challenges
us to consider the mesning of discontinuity. In perticuler, the
Jewish community needs to ask whether the discontinuity between
generations of Jews in terms of the traditions and the communal
responsibility exemplified by the minyan has been lost !n the'
process of assimilating to the larger society. The question must be
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considered as & minyen struggies to count ten men and synagogues
are unable to remain open in an area that a significant number of

Jews call home.

We are left with an open question of what will become of B’nai
Abraham? If the experience of other orthodox synagogues in the area
is any indication of the future then B'nai Abreham's remaining yeers
are few. The future is dependert on the younger generation of Jews
now living in Society Hill. Whether they will recognize the
historical significance of the synagcgue to the identity of Jewish
Philadelphia is dubious. The importance of B'nai Abraham to the
experience of continuity for the remaining members of the
congregation has motivated their tenecity to hold in the face of
counterveiling forces. Their fight to maintain continuity provides an
opportunity for the Jewish community of Philadelphia to maintain
continuity and a connection with the past through the support of

B'nai Abraham and the efforts of it's dedicated members.
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Frame Reflection:Ways of Seeing the City

The investigation of the B'nai Abraham synagogue illuminates two
striking incongruities in our understanding of Society Htll. One is the
incongruity of history between the deliberate creation of a colonial
history and the unintended survival of a few vestiges of other
intermediary histories. (intermediary in that they represent periods
other than the solely colonial period of history that has been recreated)
The other incongruity is between the older men of the minyan of B'nai
Abraham and the predominantly younger, upper middle class
professionals of the area-the "yuppies”. The fact that these experiences
appear as incongruous calls for us to think about how we see and
understand the city. We can think of how we see and understand the city
in terms of a frame that we use to make sense of the world-to
understand and structure reality, Thinking about the frames we use to
understand reality can therefore be called frame refiection. Society
Hill in particular calls for frame refiection for planners, as the present
construction of the neighborhood is the product of a planning vision, a

planning process, and is representatve of a distinct set of planning
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values.

The apparent incongruities existing within Society Hill 1lluminate two
larger frames-ways of seeing the city-that predominate planning
practice. These larger frames and the incongruity from which they are

derived are:

Predo nt Fram

frame City as a palimpsest or a plain of land values, Morphology can
be manipulated and transformed to suit the demands of those in power
with Iittle consideration given the potential impact such changes might
have on the historical meanings that inhere to urban form.

/ncongruity: The planned recreatfon of only perfod in the Society hill,
the colonfal history, in contrast to the non-planned for intermediary

histories of which a few vestiges precariously remain,

Predominant Frame 2
Frame Using statistics, demographics, and images to understand the

people of the neighborhood and believing that through the use of such a
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data base we feel we know what a neighborhood, it's people, and the
community are like.

/ncongruity: The men of the minyan exiting "invisibly” within Soclety
Hill, yet holding important attachments to a place that is considered
one of the "most prestigious addresses in Philadelphia” and as such {s
perceived as being composed of a homogeneous population of “elites”

defined as upper income, younger, white professionals

Where the city as a palimpsest was the frame used to create the
present physical fabric of Society Hill, and the city as statistics and
images is the frame used to subsequently understand the social fabric
of Soctety Hill, we can use the same incongruities that are a product of
such frames to re-frame, or develop an alternative way of seeing, and

understanding the city-an aiternative frame.

Same Incongruity/Alternative Frames
Alternative Frame /: Physical Context. City as a record of not only one

perfod of history, but potentially of all perfods of history. wWe are
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motivated to think of the city in a historical perspecfive where
different groups of people at different perfods of time produced
meanings In a neighborhood, and together contributed to the
development and history of the neighborhood as we should know it
today. We are led to ask questions of how we can represent the
experience and meanings that people have created in the neighborhood,
thus preserving a "true" record of the historical deveiopment of the

city.

Alternative Frame 2- Social Context City as a place of subjective
meanings not captured by statistics, demographics or other indices
that are used to describe and understand the city. We are motivated to
understand how people in a neighborhood use space, attach meaning to
space, and form community within the spatial delimitation of a
neighbrohood or census tract. The use of average statistics to
understand the majority of the population of a neighbrohood not only
fgnores the meanings that this measured majority makes in the
neighborhood, but also ignores the heterogeniety of people (however

small this group of people may be) such as those of the men of the
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minyan, that may be unnoticed in aggregate data, and the meanings and

attachments that such individuals or groups hold in a neighborhood

Frames in potential conflict:

The city strains to accomodate to the changing demands and
requirements of the economic and technological environment within
which It must survive. Intrinsic in this process of accomodation is a
tension, or confiict between the inherent fixity of the built form of the
city and the demands that this bufit form either be restructured, or
destroyed In order to meet the changing demands of the economy and
the changing requirements of technology. It is within this environment
that the frames we use to understand the city are exposed, and the
potential conflict between framing the city as palimpsest or record, as

objective statistics or subjective meanings ensues.

We can juxtapose the generative frame that produced Society Hill to
the alternative frame that emerges out of the same experience, to
explicate further the implications and potential consequences

associated with both frames, so that we can later ilustrate how these
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frames inform and are used to structure problem solving by public
planning departments as they are confronted with the demands and

constraints intrinsic to the nature of cities.

City as a Palimpsest/City as a Record

Framing the city as a palimpsest means that urban form and spatial
structure are free to be manipulated to suit any purpose deemed
appropriate. Why Is this? Because seeing the city as a palimpsest
divorces the city from the context of human experience, In other words,
you see the form of the city as being a unifrom surface or plain of land
valyes that is not invested with human meaning. Consequently, you are
Jed to promote, advocate. and initiate changes in the morphology of the
city that ignores, and does not adumbrate fully the costs that such
morphological changes impose on the historical meanings invested in

urban form.

The idea of a palimpsest Is best captured by the laissez faire economic

maxim that urban space shouid be used to serve "the best and highest

84



uses”. Real estate developers who look only at land values, and planners
who restrict themselves to technical discusions of zoning
requirements or architectural specifications that are responsive to the

demands of such developers , use the frame of the city as a palimpsest.

In contrast to this view we can see the city within the context of
human experience as a record of the historical development of the
modern city, and the people who contributed to that development,

Framing the city as a record, as a plain that is invested with human
value recognizes that an important aspect of the morphology of the city
is that it reflects the experience of its inhabitants. Preserving in some
form the city as a record, allows the city to be used as a portal to
history as well as a statement of our continuity with history. In
contrast to the city as a palimpsest where morphological changes are
seen as “natural” or part and parcel of advancement, framing the city as
a record allows us to assess fully the costs of proposed morphological
changes, accounting for the potential losses to the record that such

changes might entail.
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City as Objective Datas/Cily as Subjective ffeanings

Planners often rely on a set of data to understand neighborhoods.
Attemtpting to know who lives in a neighborhood they turn to census
data of population characteristics. Attempting to know what a
neighborhood looks like they turn to census "data on housing
characteristics, or fire maps that yield information on building
heights, set backs, and street widths. Put together, a composite or
"neighborhood profile” is assembled that serves as a framework for
problem solving. One frame that planners have a predilection for is the
use of such objective measures to understand reality. Plans based on
this frame neglect an entire dimension of the city that numbers can
never express. The men of the minyan point to the alternative frame
that captures what numbers are bound to miss, the meaning that people
make in the city, what | have termed the subjective meanings of space.
Planners that rely on the objective frame might be led to promote
pians, or advocate changes that are incongruent with the concerns of

the neighborhood, or worse ignore the cocerns of a neighborhood.

86



Framing the city as a statistic and as a palimpsest both share a
common denominator of divorcing the city from the context of human
experience and the meanings that people make in the city, both past and
present. Understanding the physical fabric of cities as building heights
and street walls, and understanding the social fabric of the city as
population percentages and average incomes, ignores the entire context
of meaning that people produce in the city. Numbers are inanimate and
as such they are capable of removing planners from the impact that
plans which propose morphological change could have on a city that is
invested with the personal, and universally appreciated dimension of

meaning.

Frames in Action: An Example of How Frames Inform Decision

Making and Structure Problem Solving
An example from my own experience in a planning commision last

summer {llustrates how the frames, or ways of seeing the city, that we

have discussed, were used to structure the {ssues and concerns that
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were to be addressed in a re-zoning proposal.

The Probiem: A predominantly lower income neighborhood consisting of
mostly low rise tenements is on the verge of gentrification. Pressure
is being exerted on the planning commision by both the mayor and the
real estate comunity to re-zone the area to accomodate, and encourage
the projected increased demand for housing. As 1s, the existing
tenements and current zoning regulations for the area do not present an
investment opportunity profitable enough, or one that could realize the
perceived full potential for profit, that the city and the real estate

developers are hoping for.

How did the planning commission structure the prob/em? The planning
commisssion restricted itself to looking at building heights and set
backs, stating its objective as ensuring that any changes in zoning
would not result in the construction or renovation of buildings that
would be Incongruent with the architectural character of the
neighborhood. In other words, as long as the bufldings would fit an

architectural definition of neighborhood character then zoning changes
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would be recommended, and promoted. A hint was made to look at
demographics, but in the end there was no time left to undertake the
“necessary study”. This was clearly superfluous to their understanding

and structuring of the probiem.

what frame did the planning commisssion use? The planning
commission used a frame similar to that of a palimpsest used by the
real estate developer. No consideration was given to the meanings
which inhere to urban form, either past or present. Also, who lives in
the neighborhood, the "human character”, was not part of the planning
commissions formulation of the problem. The pilanning commission
entered Into the discussions with the mayor and the developers
exerting pressure for re-zoning with a frame that sees the city as a
plain of land values. This frame common to both developer and planner
then formed the basis for a problem solving exercise whose goal was to
figure out the best way to guide the development, that was accepted as
imminent, into an acceptable architectural form. Discussions would
later consider the fssue of potential displacement, but at this stage of

the discussion building heights, set backs, and street walls dominated r
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and preoccupied the commissions energy and effort.

An Alternative frame ror appraoching the problem: The planner is
caught in a balancing act between the pressure to encourage
develoment, seen as a desirable objective by the mayor, and to be
responsive to the potential impact that such development could have
on the people of the neighborhood, and the meanings that inhere to
morphology of the neighborhood. In this case these two realities are in
conflict, rnorphoiogical change (and concomitant social change) are
being encouraged. The planner in contrast to accepting the development
as given can bring to the bargaining table a way of seeing the city that
is absent from ther developers view of the city and the pilanning
commissions view of the city in this particular case, Bnai Abraham and
the men of the minyan point to a way of seeing the city within the
context of human experience. Using this frame we are led to structure
the problem solving activity within a framework that recognizes and
evaluates the "costs” to present residents and the historic meanings
that the proposed re-zoning might engender. The problem that confronts

the planning commission and which is not given enough attention is the
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concomitant social change that the proposed morphological change
might entail. Recognizing the concomitant social costs, defined as the
potential negative impact on present residents and the potential
erasure of historic meaning, requires the suggested alternative frame
for seeing the city. If such a frame were adopted the first step taken in
addressing and structuring the problem of re-zoning would be not to
frame the problem as an architectural one, but as a human one.
Restricting ourselves to a narrowly defined goal of ensuring
architectural congruity attempts to distance and divorce planners from
responsibility for the potential social costs that the disruptive
physical changes imposed by the re-zoning proposal. Only by using the
alternative frame can a full and complete assessment be made of the
costs and impact of the propsed re-zoning. Bringing this framework to
the problem can structure and focus the problem solving activity on
ways to balance the needs of the city with the interests of a
neighbrohoods residents. From this formulation creative solutions that
attempt to ensure both continuity of the record, and the representation

of residents concerns can be initiated.

91



Balancing the Frames: Towards a Methodology for a New

Weighting System

It would seem from the preceeding examples of Society Hfll and my
experience at the planning commission that there is more emphasis, an
unequal weight, given to the frames that see the city as a palimpsest
and as a statistic rather than the frame that represents the totality of
human experience and meaning. The question is how might we redress
this unequal weignhting, and enlighten planners to a more complete and
balanced understanding of the city? An underemphasized, undervalued
methodology, or framework of practice, that would help planners
achieve this balance fs "getting out there”.  This methodology is
suggested by my process of discovery of Bnai Abraham and the minyan:
(1) walking the neighborhood. By walking the nefghborhood | discovered
.B'nal Abraham and the men of the minyan.

(2) Talking to people in the neighborhood. Talking to the men of the
minyan | learned about a history and meanings of the neighborhood that

I would not have otherwise known about if | had relied on other sources
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such as the U.S. Census to understand the neighborhood.

(3) Reading about the neighborhood. From books and articles to plaques
on buildings, | was able to learn pieces of history that are easily hidden
or erased by new development. Readings complimented walking and
talking, as well as pointed to me to new paths of discovery that led me

to more walking, talking, and learning.

Frame Reflection as a First Step

Frame reflection is strongly recommended for planners so that we can
make more explicit the world view that shapes our formulation of
plans. Frame reflection is the first step towards addressing the issue
of what constitutes planning values. The frames that we rely on,
whether at a conscious or subconscious level, are reflections of a value
system. Frame reflection is therefore the first step towards
addressing what our values as planners are. Specific to this thesis, the
city as a record assumes certain values that we have to address: What
are the histories that we want to preserve? Why do we want to
preserve them? What does it mean to preserve the record and what

might this entail?
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Finally, we must accept that the city is always going to be in a state of
tension and potential confiict between the fixity of its morphology and
the changing demands of the economy and the requirements of evolving
technologies. The question is what can planners bring to this balancing
act? | would argue, and this thesis supports my argument, that a focal
consideration that planning can bring to the formulation of strategies
and policies that address the problems and pressures confronting the
city, is an emphasis and concern with the human dimension of wurban
change. Frame reflectfon and the adoption of the methodology suggested
by this thesis are the first step toward a planning practice that is

rooted in the human context of the city both past and present.
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