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from our archives 
Reuben and Hilda Askanase
by Vickie Vogel

Reuben W. Askanase was born 
in 1908 in Fargo, North Dakota. He 
started his working life early, selling 
newspapers and helping his mother 
who ran a “chuck wagon” following 
migrant workers, feeding them, and 
even boarding them in their home. 
His father was a peddler, who was 
limited in his ability to work due to 
asthma. His mother was the bread-
winner. Reuben joined ROTC as a 
requirement, and, in order to have 
the clothes needed for school.1 He 
worked his way through both the Uni-
versity of North Dakota and graduate 
work at Washington University. He 
became a successful merchant at the 
New York department store, Abraham 
& Strauss. Starting as an office boy, 
he worked his way up to a vice-pres-
idency. It was there he met his future 
wife, Hilda Graham.2

Hilda was born in 1906 in Old 
Town, Maine. She graduated from the 
University of Maine with a major in 
French. She worked at the cafeteria 
through college, taking a year off to 

earn money as an accountant to fin-
ish her degree. When she returned, 
she made up enough course work to 
graduate with her class as both a Phi 
Beta Kappa and Phi Kappa Phi honor 
graduate. She completed the Lord & 
Taylor training program in New York 
before finding employment at Abra-
ham & Strauss where she was soon 

promoted to buyer.3 Hilda and Reu-
ben married in 1931 in Akron, Ohio, 
where they lived for several years. 
Two children, Phyllis and David, 
were born there before they returned 
to New York briefly.4

The Askanase family moved 
to Houston in 1945, where Reuben 
purchased Columbia Dry Goods 
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Store. He later bought Evenflo infant 
feeding products with partners, ac-
quired Spaulding sporting goods, and 
merged with Dunhill International, 
which owned American Bank Note 
and Coty Cosmetics. Reuben was 
chairman of the board. In 1950, the 
Houston Chronicle profiled him as “a 
smiling salesman with quick hands 
and a voice full of the voltage of as-
surance.”5

Reuben and Hilda were philan-
thropists in the Houston Jewish and 
non-Jewish communities. They raised 
funds for Citizens for Good Schools, 
the Houston Area Women’s Center, 
and many others. They were mem-
bers of Congregation Beth Israel. Hil-
da volunteered for the Jewish Home 

for the Aged, but she considered her 
most important job, “taking care of 
Rube.” She was his calming force and 
inspiration.6 Reuben was “a force to 
be reckoned with,” according to his 
daughter-in-law, Susie Askanase. “He 
had street smarts and Hilda had brain 
smarts.”7 Together, they made things 
happen.

Reuben was active in the Hous-
ton Council on Human Relations, the 
Houston Symphony, and the Alley 
Theater. He served in leadership po-
sitions on the Houston Sports Asso-
ciation, the Jewish Community Cen-
ter, the United Jewish Campaign, the 
Rothko Chapel, North Dakota State 
University (establishing Askanase 
Hall for theater arts,) and others. In 
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Hilda and Reuben Askanase. Photo 
courtesy of Susan Askanase.

addition to many other awards, in 
1964, he received the Max H. Nathan 
Award for community service from 
the American Jewish Committee. 

In 1972, Reuben was asked by 
Judge Roy Hofheinz to serve as CEO 
of the Astrodomain Corporation, and 
he subsequently salvaged the troubled 
corporation. Although he was active 
in Democratic politics, often as a 
fundraiser for candidates like Mayor 
Fred Hofheinz and Congresswoman 
Barbara Jordan, he chose individuals 
over politics. He was a friend to both 
Senator Lloyd Bentsen and President 
George H. W. Bush.

Reuben and Hilda loved to trav-
el and went all over the world, both 

Reuben Askanase, 1966. Photo courtesy Dr. Josh 
Furman, Joan and Stanford Alexander South 

Texas Jewish Archives, Rice University.
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for business and pleasure. They were 
married for 59 years.

Reuben Askanase died on Janu-
ary 3, 1991, and Hilda on August 4, 
2013, at the age of 106. When asked 
the secret of her longevity, she said, 
“If you can survive the Maine win-
ters, you can survive anything.”9 
Reuben and Hilda had seven grand-
children and twelve great-grandchil-
dren.

The Askanase family papers are 
housed in the Houston Jewish Histo-
ry Archive at Rice University.9
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