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but the highest infection rate except 
for the native born. Tuberculosis was 
called the Jewish disease or the tailor’s 
disease. Trachoma was also associated 
with Jews.

In 1900, a Chinese immigrant in 
San Francisco died of bubonic plague, 
and nativism panic followed. China-
town was quarantined and some called 
for it to be burned to the ground. 
Asians on the streets were forcibly 
inoculated with a vaccine still in the 
testing stage. The Chinese had at 
various times been blamed for leprosy, 
venereal disease, in addition to bubon-
ic plague.	

During the current coronavirus 
pandemic, Chinese and Asians have 
been blamed and discriminated against 
because the disease originated in Chi-
na. Asian-Americans have faced racist 
attacks, and there have been reports of 
Chinese businesses seeing a downturn 
in customers. Rutgers University’s 
Martin J. Blaser, a historian and pro-
fessor of medicine and microbiology, 
sees parallels to how Jews were treated 
during past outbreaks of disease.

“It’s the same mob mentality,” 
Blaser said. “Finding a victim. Unfor-
tunately for Chinese people, they’ve 
borne the brunt of this so far.”

Two of the biggest immigrant 
groups in the turn of the last century 
wave of immigration were Southern 
Italians and Eastern European Jews. 
Fortunately, the Jewish community 
had immigrant doctors, organizations, 
newspapers, religious groups to bear 
the burden of providing information 
and assistance. They knew how to 
communicate with their newcomers, 
and that was a big help. They were in 
a strange place, there was a language 
barrier, and a deadly disease. The 
foreign-born needed information and 
assistance in coping with influenza. 
Jewish organizations disseminated 
public health information to their com-
munity in culturally sensitive manners 
and in the languages the newcomers 
understood, offering crucial services 

to immigrants and American public 
health officials.

Immigrants were spared the blame 
in the U.S. because tens of thousands 
of young, strong men in the military 
were dying. How could that be the 
result of inferior immigrant bodies? 
And immigrants seemed less menac-
ing because of restrictive immigration 
laws that had slowed the influx of for-
eigners. Besides, 500,000 foreign-born 
soldiers of  forty-six nationalities 
served in our wartime army. Nativism 
was directed primarily at those of 
German heritage as wartime jingoism 
replaced nativist rhetoric.

In Denver, there was a large num-
ber of Italians and anti-Italian feeling. 
It was the home of many tuberculosis 
sanatoria with a lot of immigrant pa-
tients. The Ku Klux Klan was active. 
Part of the problem was anti-Cath-
olic feeling from the predominantly 
white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. The 
epidemic was hanging on in their 
neighborhoods. In the Jewish quarter 
of Denver, the West Colfax neighbor-
hood, the epidemic was under control. 
Many of Denver’s Jewish community 
were native-born and were assimi-
lated members of the middle class. 
They were not considered a threat to 
the public. Many of the more recent-
ly arrived Eastern European Jews, 
however, were patients in the various 
sanatoria and already under medical 
supervision.

History had taught the Jews that 
they must deflect blame for the pan-
demic away from Jewish immigrants 
or anti-Semitism would flourish. In 
Denver, public health officials praised 
the Jewish community for its response 
and compliance with recommended 
protection from the disease.

Influenza was not a reportable 
disease in 1918, so there is not a lot of 
data on how it affected ethnic com-
munities, but there’s reason to believe 
new immigrants had a higher mor-
tality rate - highest among Canadian, 
Russian, Austrian, and Polish nativity 

as well as Italian. One study showed 
Southern and Eastern European im-
migrants were major carriers of the 
disease. Why would they be so vul-
nerable? One hypothesis is that they 
were young workers from agricultural 
communities where they were unlike-
ly to have been exposed to influenza 
early in their lives and had no acquired 
immunity. Of course, poverty, long 
working hours, and malnourishment 
left immigrants vulnerable to illness.

Individual physicians of ethnic 
groups were critical, as were medical 
institutions organized and supported 
by religious groups. Jewish hospitals 
had been organized from the mid-19th 
century. German Jews in Cincinnati 
and New York created culturally sen-
sitive environments with kosher food, 
rabbinical chaplains, and religious 
services. At Boston’s Beth Israel Hos-
pital, 250 patients with influenza were 
admitted in the fall of 1918. Mortality 
was 25%, similar to other hospitals. 
Several nurses were infected and one 
died. 

At Mount Sinai Hospital in New 
York, eighty-five nurses contracted in-
fluenza, eighteen developed pneumo-
nia, but they all stayed at their posts 
as long as they could. Student nurses 
at Mount Sinai’s training school were 
instructed to disband and go home, but 
they voted unanimously to stay. The 
staff at Baltimore’s Hebrew Hospital 
made home visits to treat victims.

Other immigrant groups were 
not so fortunate. In El Paso, influen-
za hit the barrios hard. Twenty-two 
Mexican-Americans with flu were 
discovered in a single room. Not many 
doctors or nurses could speak Spanish 
and there was no hospital in the area. 
The Anglo community was unwilling 
to spend money to serve the Latinx 
community.

After the Italians, the largest group 
of immigrants in this era were Jews. 
Anti-Semitism and charges that the 
Jewish body was inherently inferior to 
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was arrested for disturbing the peace 
and assault. The inspector was charged 
with assault with a deadly weapon.

After four weeks, the mask ordi-
nance expired. The spread had been 
halted, but a second wave occurred 
and talk of masks recurred. A bomb 
was defused outside the office of the 
chief health officer. A medical histo-
rian has written, “Things were violent 
and aggressive, but it was because 
people were losing money. It wasn’t 
about a constitutional issue; it was a 
money issue.” In 1918, there was no 
government assistance to speak of.

When the mask ordinance went 
back into effect in December of 1918, 
the Anti-Mask League was formed 
by a political opponent of the mayor. 
The masks became a political symbol. 
They argued the ordinance was uncon-
stitutional.

The second wave had struck 
in October, and during that month, 
100,000 of its victims died in the Unit-
ed States alone. By October 4, thir-
ty-five Texas counties reported about 
two thousand cases. By the end of the 
month, that number had multiplied 
to an astonishing 106,978 new cases. 
Eleven African-American workers on 
a remote Angelina County farm died 
without ever receiving any medical 
help at all.

Dr. Curtis Atkinson of Wichita 
Falls was the Post Surgeon at the hos-
pital at Call Field, a training facility 
during the war. His memories of the 
day the influenza arrived included the 
suddenness of it. There was a football 
game in progress and players started 
dropping. The commanding officer 
ordered the game stopped and told 
sentinels to let no one in. Ambulances 
rushed men to the hospital which soon 
filled to capacity. Tents were turned 
into emergency hospitals. So many 
men were sick the regular routine was 
brought to a standstill. 

The oilfields at Burkburnett were 
in poor shape in the winter of 1918. 
Sanitary conditions were bad. A medi-

cal officer and army nurse made daily 
trips for over a month to care for the 
sick and needy. 

Concordia Cemetery in El Paso 
had sections for Mormons, Masons, 
Catholics who were U.S. citizens 
and Catholics who weren’t, buffalo 
soldiers, Jews, and Chinese. Fort Bliss 
soldiers were probably the bulk of the 
victims. The chief of police caught it; 
detectives and several Texas Rangers 
died from it. Businesses closed. By the 
end of 1918, six hundred El Pasoans 
had died from the flu, when the city’s 
population was about one-tenth of 
what it is now (682,669).

The soldiers at Camp Bowie in Fort 
Worth were hit hard. The flu spread 
quickly, and on September 27, it was 
reported that there were eighty-one 
cases in the camp. Well aware of the 
devastation the flu had wrought in other 
U.S. cities, most notably at military 
camps, Fort Worth was, understandably, 
taking the situation seriously. Dallas 
leaders, on the other hand, were mini-
mizing the need for concern. On Sep-
tember 29, the Dallas Morning News 
had a report titled “Influenza Scare is 
Rapidly Subsiding” — the upshot was 
that forty-four cases of “bad colds” had 
been reported in the city, but there was 
nothing to worry about. In the opinion 
of the military and civil doctors, the 
Spanish Influenza scare was unwar-
ranted by local conditions. The few 
cases of grippe, it was claimed, were to 
be expected as the result of the recent 
rainy weather. Just two days later, 
though, officials were jolted out of their 
complacency when the (reported) cases 
jumped to seventy-four.

It was estimated that there were 
9,000 cases of Spanish Influenza in 
Dallas that fall. By the middle of 
December, when the worst of the 
outbreak was over, it was reported 
that there had been over four hundred 
deaths attributed to the flu and pneu-
monia in just two and a half months.

Seven hundred cases of influen-
za were reported to exist among the 

soldiers at Camp Logan, near Houston. 
Conditions at the camp were so bad 
that medical personnel had to erect 
temporary emergency hospitals to care 
for patients.

What about the Jews? There’s not 
a lot of data for individual groups. 
A statistical search on Texas Jewish 
deaths in 1918 through findagrave.com 
reveals a trend. (See chart) Burials 
in 1918 in five Jewish cemeteries in 
Texas (Houston, Dallas, Fort Worth, 
San Antonio, and El Paso) by month 
reveals clusters in October and De-
cember. October was deadly, but when 
deaths slowed in November, folks let 
their guard down, rushed out to cele-
brate the armistice November 11 and 
a few weeks later, there was another 
wave in December. The cause of death 
is not often shown on this website, but 
some entries have additional infor-
mation. Sgt. Nathan J. Black entered 
the Aviation Corps in 1918, and was 
sent to Camp Mabry, where he died 
in October of influenza at the age of 
twenty-two.  Another victim’s death 
certificate stated the cause was pneu-
monia with Spanish flu listed as the 
secondary cause.

Roughly half the burials in 1918 
occurred in October and December. 
Compared to the numbers five years 
earlier and five years later, it becomes 
obvious that the Spanish flu hit Texas 
Jewish communities hard, with rough-
ly twice as many deaths as the com-
pared years.  

The New Mexico Jewish Histor-
ical Society in the summer issue of 
their newsletter called Legacy has a 
good article on the epidemic in New 
Mexico. The governor ordered the 
closing of all schools, courts, houses 
of worship and other public places. All 
business activity came to a standstill. 
People were warned to avoid over-
eating, working too hard, unventilat-
ed rooms, coughing, spitting on the 
ground, and, curiously, drinking whis-
key. Some turned to curanderos (native 
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healers) or patent medicine. Vicks 
VapoRub falsely claimed to prevent or 
cure the flu. Eating fresh lemons was 
encouraged, or lots of onions. At least 
no one would come within six feet of 
them! Taos mandated masks. 

Over 15,000 New Mexicans 
caught the flu and a high percentage 
died of it or pneumonia within hours. 
At least one member of almost every 
family caught it. All two hundred res-
idents of one town had the flu. There 
were mass graves; coffins couldn’t 
be made fast enough. Clergymen of 
all faiths pitched in, including Rabbi 
Moise Bergman of Albuquerque. He 
was active in interfaith activities, he 
sold Liberty Bonds during the war, 
and helped organize a rally to hon-
or General Pershing, the American 
commander in Europe. When the 
epidemic struck Albuquerque, he 
helped convert a tuberculosis facility 
to a makeshift hospital for the flu. He 
raised money for food and medicine. 
He took a reporter to visit a dying man 
who was living in poverty to publicize 
the problem. He helped raise $10,000 
for orphaned children and widows 
whose wage-earners had died of the 
flu. He wholeheartedly supported the 
city commission’s decision to extend 
the quarantine. He said, “It is hard to 
answer the man who says his business 
has been hurt by the quarantine but it 
will be impossible to answer the one 
who says my child has died because of 
the neglect of the state.” 

Business people disagreed, includ-
ing some of his congregants such as J. 
A. Weinman, proprietor of the Golden 
Rule Dry Goods Co. who said “further 
restriction is entirely useless.” More 
than 1000 New Mexicans died, four 
times as many who died serving in 
World War I. 

One of the interesting items I ran 
across in researching plagues and 
Jews was the practice in some Eastern 
European Jewish communities of the 
Black Wedding. One plague-fighting 
ritual that took root was the grave-

side wedding, which was also known 
as the plague wedding, or shvartze 
khasene in Yiddish, and likely origi-
nated during the cholera outbreaks that 
ravaged Europe through the 19th cen-
tury. The thinking behind a shvartze 
khasene was that holding a sacred 
ceremony among the dead would 
make the participants and witness-
es more likely candidates for divine 
intervention as, in the Jewish tradition, 
weddings bring people closer to God. 
Another old Jewish folk remedy for 
combating illness involved covering a 
sick woman with a wedding gown. 

For plague weddings, the bride and 
groom exchanged vows in a cemetery 
because being surrounded by death 
was thought to make the holy ritual 
even more appealing to God. The 1918 
wedding between Harry Fleckman 
and Dora Wisman in Winnipeg was 
one of a handful of black weddings 
recorded in North America during the 
pandemic. A report of the event in The 
Winnipeg Evening Tribune described 
the scene: “The ancient Jewish ‘Song 
of Life’ was played. On the west side 
of the cemetery at the same time, Jews 
were chanting the wail of death, as a 
body was committed to the grave.” 
Following that October 1918 ceremony, 
the newspaper The Jewish Exponent 
published an editorial criticizing the 
practice. “The wedding held in a Jewish 
cemetery last Sunday for the purpose 
of staying the ravages of the epidemic 
was a most deplorable exhibition of 
benighted superstition,” it read. “Un-
fortunately, the publicity given to the 
occurrence will convey to many people 
that this is a custom sanctioned and 
encouraged by the Jewish religion. The 
people who do such things do not know 
what Judaism means.”

We can feel such compassion 
for those who lived during the 1918 
pandemic. They barely had telephones. 
No TV, no internet, no Zoom. The lack 
of reliable information, the ineffectual 
federal response and leadership, and 
the lies and half-truths they were fed - 

what a terrible way to get through an 
event this horrifying. 
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city, and caused a more general mani-
festation of sincere grief, than we have 
ever before witnessed. This singularly 
interesting young man had resided in 
this place but a few weeks; a portion of 
which time, he was engaged in dis-
charging the duties of reporter of the 
house of representatives: yet within this 
short period, his gentlemanly deport-
ment and fascinating manners attracted 
to him a large circle of affectionate 
acquaintances, who viewed in him 
one of the noblest ornaments of soci-
ety: a friend, whose generous bosom 
was inspired by every virtue which 
can elevate the human character, and 
ameliorate the condition of mankind. 
Frank, sincere, affectionate and gener-
ously confiding, he seemed incapable 
of suspecting crime in others. . .”8

Francis Moore, Jr. (1808-1864) 
was the editor of the Telegraph and 
a friend of Laurens.  In his grief he 
wrote, “could we have been apprised 
of the transaction in season, would we 
have thrown our own bosom before the 
accursed rifle uplifted for his destruc-
tion, and prevented the foul deed, or 
perished in the attempt.”9

A meeting was held and a reso-
lution passed expressing remorse and 
regret and a determination to erect 
a monument in Laurens’ memory. 
Copies of the resolution appeared in the 
Charleston Mercury and the New York 
Evening Star. Friends in New Orleans 
passed an additional resolution, calling 
Laurens brilliant and talented.

As other newspapers picked 
up the story, there was a call to end 
dueling. Houstonians were so angry, 
Goodrich was forced to leave the city. 
He relocated to San Antonio, tried to 
kill a man, and was shot to death. The 
Times-Picayune opined “who shedders 
[sic] man’s blood; by man should his 
blood be shed.” 

Two years later, the paper ran an-
other story on Laurens, which indicates 
he had been well known there. It was 

reported that the sum missing from Go-
odrich’s clothing was a single $1,000 
bill. Of the four other men sharing the 
room, one of them was a man surnamed 
Stanley, the son of the ex-governor 
of Carolina who served as Laurens’ 
second. Goodrich, who later recanted 
his accusation,10 had nightmares about 
the event and had become an alcoholic, 
before quarreling with a gambler in 
San Antonio who shot and then stabbed 
him.

Stanley had remained in Houston 
and later paid a $1,000 bill to a man 
to bring goods so Stanley could start 
a mercantile business. Suspicious, the 
man told a friend and they believed 
this was Goodrich’s money. The statute 
of limitations for theft had passed, but 
Stanley was being held for stealing 
$500 from another man in Houston.

In 1840, Texas passed a law against 
dueling. Eight years after Laurens’ 
death, the new Constitution of Texas 

outlawed dueling. The practice did not 
end, but it gradually fell into disuse. 
The tragedy of Levy Laurens no doubt 
provided impetus for the law.

Goldman muses that Laurens 
may possibly be the first Jew to die in 
Houston and was probably buried in the 
City Cemetery or Founders Cemetery, 
platted in 1836. The cemetery filled up, 
was no longer used, and became over-
grown and neglected. Many markers 
disappeared and graves could not be 
located. At any rate, Laurens’ gravesite 
is unknown.

Endnotes
1	 Kay Goldman, “Adventure, Honor 

and Death in 1837 Houston: Levi L. 
Laurens, Jewish Newspaperman,” 
unpublished

2	 Goldman states Ira Rosenswaike 
discovered Laurens was a nephew of 
Noah, but could not determine how he 
was related.

continued on page 25
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President’s Message, continued from page 2

email for him and wrote asking for 
memories of living in the house.  He 
replied with several wonderful stories 
about their seven years there.  

“One day the doorbell rang, 
and a couple of young men 
who were Mormon mission-
aries were reading the plaque. 
When Lynn (in her shorts and 
T-shirt) answered the door, the 
boys asked, ‘Is your Mother at 
home?’ Lynn was so flattered 
she asked them to come in. 
They enjoyed such an inter-
esting religious conversation 
that Lynn invited them to 
Shavuot-Confirmation services 
at Temple that night. They had 
never been in a Temple, so their 
attendance was quite a novel 
experience for them.

“Another time, the exterior 
of our freestanding garage need-
ed painting. The painter who 
was awarded the contract rode 
his bicycle to our home, with 
a can of paint suspended from 
each handle bar. In applying 
paint to the garage, he started at 
the bottom and worked up to the 
top but failed to use drop cloths. 
For a few weeks thereafter, part 
of our lawn was blanketed with 
white paint and the bottom part 
of the garage had somewhat of a 
‘Jackson Pollock’ look.

“For daughter Heather’s 
third birthday party right near 
Halloween, the weather was 
terrible, so the ‘trick-or-treat’ 
party moved to the upstairs of 

the house. Each child would  
knock on a door of the bed-
rooms, bathrooms, and closet, to 
claim their goodies from one of 
the mommies.”
Rabbi Jimmy kindly sent mem-

ories and although several of them 
appeared in his new book, Ramblings 
of a Texas Rabbi.  I’m including them 
for historic relevance.  

“I moved into 4602 Wood-
row the summer of 1976.  
Shelley moved in August 1977, 
when we were married.  In the 
summer of 1978, the Congre-
gation sold the house and we 
moved into our own home on 
Chantilly. “When I interviewed 
for the job as Rabbi of Con-
gregation B’nai Israel, I was 
asked about my use of the home 
owned by the Temple (called 
the “Rabbinage”).  The con-
cern of the Chair of the board, 
a past president, was ‘how 
can you manage to live in the 
house since you are single?’ I 
smiled and said that I was not 
a  confirmed bachelor but if I 
were hired, my mother would  
be ecstatic.  The Chairman said 
that every single rabbi who had 
come to B’nai Israel had mar-
ried while here. 

“Rabbi Silverman married 
a Galveston girl, and went on 
to become the Rabbi of Temple 
Emanu El in New York.  Rabbi 
Cohen married a Galveston girl 
and served sixty-four years. PS: 
I did marry Shelley Nussenblatt, 

a BOI (born on the Island) a 
year later.  I told the president 
that the master bedroom, which 
was the top half of the second 
floor of the “Rabbinage” was 
larger than my apartment in 
Austin where I was the Hillel 
Director.

“After moving to Galveston 
and into the house, I realized 
that there was a lawn to be 
mowed.  I didn’t ask anyone, 
and went out and bought a 
lawn mower.  It seemed to me a 
great way to exercise and lose 
weight.  The day after I mowed 
the front yard, the president of 
the Congregation called to ask 
if that was me doing the yard.
When I told him it was, he 
explained that they did not pay 
me to do the yard and it was not 
acceptable.  It was reported that 
some town folk saw me doing 
the yard and wondered if that 
was appropriate.  From then on 
a yard person came to the Rab-
binage regularly to keep up the 
yard and plant beds.”
What a pleasure it has been to 

share history with my friend and to 
preserve stories of lives lived in a 
cherished family home.  This jour-
ney has kept a friendship fresh and 
interesting and helped fill in some of 
the gaps of knowledge about what 
happened in the “Big House” in 
Galveston.  Without my Texas Jewish 
Historical Society connections this 
information would have been lost to 
my friends and the Society.

We Need Your Stories!
We are earnestly looking for stories with ties to Texas Jewish history!  

Any kind of story about your family history or your Temple’s history can 
fill the pages of our News Magazine.  Everyone has a story to tell, long or 
short.  To submit your story, or if you need help writing your story, con-
tact Davie Lou Solka at editor@txjhs.org or 512-527-3799.

If you need TJHS 
membership applications 

for an event, program, 
personal use, etc., please 
contact Rusty Milstein at 
hrmilstein@prodigy.net.
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The Texas Jewish Historical Society
Grant Application

The mission of  the Texas Jewish Historical Society is to expand and enhance the 
knowledge and understanding of the Jewish presence in Texas and the history of Jews from 

their first arrival in the State to the present.
We solicit applications for research projects that are in this spirit.

Deadlines for submission are March 1, June 1, September 1, and December 1.

Application Form
The Texas Jewish Historical Society will consider applications from individuals  

and non-profit organizations in any written or visual media.  Attach additional sheets as necessary.

Contact Name: _________________________________________________________________________________

Organization: __________________________________________________________________________________

Address:_ _____________________________________________________________________________________

City: ____________________________________________ 	 State: ________________ 	 Zip: ________________

Phone: (________)_____________________________	 Cell: (________)__________________________________

Email: ________________________________________________________________________________________
Title and Description of project.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Briefly outline personal and professional background information that support this application.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
What is the anticipated budget for the project?  Are you seeking additional support from elsewhere?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Please detail the timeline of your project.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Completed project must acknowledge TJHS support.  A copy or account of the completed project should be submit-
ted to the Society’s archive at the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin.

Send applications to: TJHS Grant Committee: P.O. Box 10193, Austin TX 78766-0193, or email to grantchair@txjhs.org.


















