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ARTICLE 

THE JEWISH PRESENCE ON 
DETROIT'S CHENE STREET 

by MARIAN J. KRZYZOWSKI 

The Chene Street History Study began in 2002 when Marian Krzyzowski, director 
of the Institute for Research on Labor, Employment, and the Economy (IRLEE) at the 

University of Michigan, began collecting the stories, names, and histories of the families 

who lived in the working-class neighborhood anchored by the Chene-Ferry Municipal 
Market. Young Krzyzowski spent his days playing with myriad kids from a variety of 

cultures. He remembers the businesses that lined the streets, all owned, it seemed, by 

first- and second-generation Polish and Jewish immigrants. It was the kind of place where 

no one locked their doors, where everyone was family. Krzyzowski never imagined that 
those days were the end of an era. By the time his family left Detroit in 1972, 

Chene Street was fast becoming one of the most blighted areas of the city. 

INTRODUCTION 

I launched the Chene Street History Study with the hope of documenting what 
was once a vibrant and multi-ethnic near-eastside Detroit neighborhood centered on 
Chene Street that had for all practical purposes disappeared. It was the neighborhood I 
had lived in as a child, after my arrival to the U.S. from Poland. Chene Street was where 
I "learned" to become an American, as had thousands before me. My family lived in the 
part of the neighborhood that was predominantly Polish Catholic and it wasn't until I 
began to conduct the study that I realized the extensive presence of Jewish families and 
businesses on Chene.This once-vibrant neighborhood was home to hundreds of small 
and medium-sized businesses, many of them run by Polish, Jewish, Italian, and Arab im- 
migrants, as well as by African Americans who had migrated from the South. 

The goal of the Chene Street study is to develop a comprehensive social and com- 
mercial history of this neighborhood whose boundaries run from the Detroit River to 
Hamtramck and is bounded by Mt. Elliott on the east and Russell Street on the west.The 

area is centered by Chene Street. 
The project team includes the University of Michigan's Institute for Research on La- 

bor, Employment, and the Economy (IRLEE) and the Frankel Center for Judaic Studies.To 
date, our team has accumulated nearly three hundred oral histories from Polish, Jewish, 
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A photo taken by the Hoffman Photo Studio ofJoseph Cohen's jewelry store on Chene. 

and African-American residents and business owners; scanned tens of thousands of pho- 
tographs and other documents, including ethnic newspapers, church bulletins, personal 
papers and photographs, and other ephemera; and tracked individual real-estate parcels 
to provide the foundation for a revealing and richly detailed portrait of Chene Street 
and its arterial residential and mixed-use neighborhoods from 1890 to 1990. 

We have been able to identify 165 Jewish-owned businesses that were located on 
or near Chene.They include furniture stores owned by the Margolises, the Booksteins, 
the Loewenberg brothers, and Sam Raimi; bakeries owned by the Gedalkas and Martin 
Weiss; food stores, shoe stores, and dry goods and clothing stores owned by the Raimis 
and Sam Schwartz. We've identified jewelry stores owned by Sam Rosenbaum and Jo- 
seph Cohen, doctors (Bloch, Bloom, Friedman), dentists (Bittker), and a large number of 
Jewish fruit-and-vegetable vendors (Arbits and Fleischmans), as well as live-poultry sell- 
ers (Silverman and Whites) at the Chene-Ferry Municipal Market, including the market's 
best known and beloved vendor, Diana (Blondie) Tobin. 

Our objectives are to convey what it was like to live and work there over the course 
of the century and to discover the reasons why these Jewish families chose to settle and 
operate businesses in this Polish-Catholic neighborhood. We are exploring the nature 
of their relationships with the Polish Catholic majority that constituted their customer 
base, and how these families and business owners managed to sustain their Jewish identi- 
ties in this environment and pass them on to their children. 

The following stories are but four among the many compelling family narratives 
that have been preserved and have come to characterize the Jewish presence on Chene 

Street. 
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The Levensons 
At the end of 1993, while sitting shiva (a period of mourning) for their beloved 

83-year-old aunt, several of Jennie Levenson's nieces stumbled upon an old Winkelman's 
department store box that had been stored in her Southfield apartment.To the ladies' 
amazement, the box contained more than one hundred letters and postcards written 
more than fifty years earlier in Yiddish, Polish, and German, most of them by a man 
named Jozef Perla in Poland.The box also contained photographs from Poland taken in 
1939 of Jennie with a wide range of individuals unknown to surviving family members. 
And so began the unfolding of a family mystery, a poignant story of love, perseverance, 

loss, and grief. 
The letters (translated largely by Saul Hankin, a University of Michigan Judaic stud- 

ies student) allowed us and the family to unravel the mystery and expose the tragedy 

that shadowed Jennie's life from I 939 on. Jennie's surviving family members were aware 
that Jennie had gone to Poland just prior to WWII and had married, but were unclear 
as to what had happened to her husband. Jennie Levenson never remarried, never had 
children, and never talked about her husband or the circumstances under which her 

marriage ended. 

The last piece of correspondence that reached Jennie Levenson on Chene from her husband Jozef Perla in Poland. 

Jennie Levenson, along with her father, Louis, owned and operated a paint-and-wall- 

paper store on Chene Street, opening it in I 9 I 6 and finally closing it in 1 984.   

Their story begins in the Russian partition of Poland where Louis (Lewi) and Anna 
(Chana) Levenson were married and where all five of their daughters, including the 
middle child Jennie (Jenta), were born. As was the case for many immigrants from 
Eastern Europe, Louis came first, alone, and established Levenson Wallpaper on Chene. 
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Jennie Levenson in Warsaw during March 1939, with her husband Jozef Perla 

(to right ofJennie) and his brothers. 

Four years later he brought his wife and daughters to join him. Louis himself was at best 
moderately successful in business, but his middle daughter Jennie was a natural business- 
woman. Red-haired, smart, with an outgoing personality, she took over the business on 
Chene and made it flourish. She renamed it FerryWallpaper and Paint and ran the store 
until the early 1980s, well after almost all of the businesses on Chene had closed and 
disappeared. 

In March 1939, while on a visit to Poland, Jennie Levenson married Jozef Perla, a Pol- 
ish Jewish educator and social activist from Siedlce, not far from Warsaw. It was love at 
first sight between Jennie and Jozef, and his entire family warmly welcomed the young 
lady. But with the imminent threat of war descending on Poland, Jennie returned to De- 
troit, expecting to send for her new husband once she was in the U.S. 

The correspondence that was uncovered documents Jozef's love for Jennie, his at- 
tempts to get a U.S. visa, the beginning of the Nazi occupation, and his forced resettle- 
ment into the Siedlce Ghetto. Correspondence ceased completely in late 194I.There 
are other letters from Jozef's siblings and friends. It is clear that Jennie and her family 
did what they could to get Jozef out of Poland: unsuccessful interventions with the U.S. 
Department of State, boat tickets for transport out of Lisbon to New York that were 
never used, and repeated correspondence to postwar Jewish survivor organizations try- 
ing to obtain some information on the fate of her husband, to no avail. 

Then in May 1946, Jennie received a letter inYiddish from a friend of family members 
in Cleveland that stated that Jozef "was unfortunately lost to the German murderers during 

the first exterminations —action 22/VIII-1942." Not until Hankin translated this letter did 
surviving family members learn the fate of Jozef Perla. 
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The Blochs 
Around the time that Jennie took the fateful trip to Poland, the Levenson Paint and 

Wallpaper store had relocated to its third storefront at 5450 Chene, next door to Leo 
Bloch's shoe store. Leo and his wife Jeannette were Jews from Hungary and Galicia, 
respectively, and had four children: two boys and two girls. Their older son, Raymond, 
served in World War II and was killed at the very end of the war. The Jewish War Vet- 
erans Post in Oak Park is named in his memory.Their younger son, Erwin, became one 
of the study's major chroniclers. While many of the other Jewish business owners lived 
outside the neighborhood, the Blochs lived behind their store at 5444 Chene until it 
closed in the latter part of the 1940s. 

Erwin Bloch grew up in this neighborhood and attended the neighborhood schools 
of Ferry Elementary, Greusel Middle, and Northeastern High.An exceptionally percep- 
tive individual with an incredible memory, he wore his heart on his sleeve. During more 
than twelve hours of interviews, Erwin recited the names of more than eighty students 
from his elementary and middle schools, recounting something about every one of them. 
He hand-drew maps of the houses and stores in the area, identifying their occupants and 
telling stories about each of them. Erwin also had a crush on his much older and viva- 

cious neighbor, Jennie Levenson. 

A photo of Erwin Bloch and Jennie Levenson taken in front of her store on Chene in the early 1940s. 

Erwin was not afraid to talk about the pain and humiliation he encountered as a 
Jew in this Polish-Catholic neighborhood. He provided first-hand accounts of the anti- 
Semitism he experienced as a student, as a child, and as a young man on the street, and 
as a witness to incidents against others, including his father. These ranged from subtle 

attempts at humiliation to outright physical violence. 
On a hot summer evening in the early 1930s, Erwin, then six or seven, was stand- 

ing alongside his father outside the Bloch store on Chene. Leo Bloch was relaxing and 
smoking a cigar, not letting the noise of the jukebox in Stanley's Cafe directly across the 
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street interrupt his enjoyment.Then, without any provocation, a tall drunk (a foot taller 
than Mr. Bloch) emerged from Stanley's, walked across the street, and hit Mr. Bloch in 
the head, knocking him down. Hearing the commotion outside, the Blochs' next-door 
neighbor, Mr. Herman, came out and with one punch knocked the drunk out cold. Ac- 
cording to Erwin, the owner of Stanley's was a "Jew hater" and the Blochs believed that 
the drunk was encouraged to go out and attack Mr. Bloch that evening. 

Erwin Bloch and schoolmate Joe Kawecki, circa 1939.   Kawecki excelled in baseball, football, and wrestling. 
One Christmas, Kawecki invited Bloch over to try out his new boxing gloves. Assuming that Kawecki would 
reign superior, the entire Kawecki family and Bloch himself were surprised when Bloch "cleaned his clock." 

The Gedalkas 
Not all of the Jewish merchant families we interviewed characterized their relation- 

ships with their Polish neighbors as problematic or hostile.The Gedalkas, owners of the 
American Bakery on Chene, spoke positively of the neighborhood Poles their business 
served. Kiever and Golda Gedalka were a married couple from Zamosc, Poland. Like 

Louis Levenson, Kiever Gedalka arrived in the U.S. first, to be joined later by his fam- 
ily. He first lived in New York City, sending for his wife and two daughters two years 
later. Golda had a brother in Detroit, Louis Schlander, who was a baker but wanted to 
move to California, and Golda was disenchanted with New York. So the Gedalkas came 
to Detroit and took over her brother's American Bakery on Chene. The Chene Street 
study interviewed Ruth Gedalka (later Reistman-Karabenick), a younger daughter who 
was born in Detroit. Ruth worked at the store and was socially active among the young 
Jewish girls in the neighborhood. 

When Ruth was fifteen or sixteen, and traffic in the store was slow at night, Mrs. 
Gedalka would go upstairs to bed and leave Ruth alone to handle any customers who 

might come in. On many evenings, there were a lot of "young Polish fellows" who would 
be outside the bakery because they didn't want to go home. Mrs. Gedalka trusted them 

enough to ask them to "keep an eye" on her daughter in the store. "And they did." 
Ruth joined a group of young Jewish girls in the neighborhood who attended North- 

eastern High School and who formed XOTOX, a Jewish girls' club, to help maintain a 
sense of Jewish community and identity. The club put together a scrapbook that listed 

their names and included souvenirs from their outings such as a menu from Boesky's 
Deli, tickets to Littman's People's Theater, and a program from a Detroit Tigers baseball 

game with Hank Greenberg on the cover. The scrapbook was preserved by Barbara 
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A photo of Ruth Gedalka, daughter of Kiever and 
	

A page from the XOTOX Chene Street 

Golda, owners of the American Bakery on Chene. 	Jewish girls' club scrapbook. 

Moretsky, daughter of Lillian Schrier, one of the XOTOX members.Years after they had 
all moved out of the neighborhood and lived apart, the women periodically would get 
together for family celebrations and reunions, sustaining the friendships they had estab- 

lished through the XOTOX club. 

The Friedmans 
Virtually all of the Jewish storeowner families that were interviewed indicated that 

their grandparents or parents had come from Eastern Europe, primarily the lands of 
partitioned Poland. In most cases, they spoke Yiddish, Polish, Russian, and/or German. 
They were poor and mostly uneducated. However, within one generation of being in 
the United States, the children and then grandchildren had completed college and many 
went on to achieve significant status and accomplishments in America. Typical of this 
family trajectory is the Friedman family that settled in Detroit on East Milwaukee Ave., 

three buildings west of Chene. 
Morris (Moishe) Friedman arrived in New York in 1912. Born in David-Horodok 

in the Russian partition of Poland, he left to avoid being drafted into the Russian army. 
After arriving in Detroit, he went to work at the Ford Motor Co., running a machine. 
Utilizing his mechanical skills, he suggested an innovation that led to a cash reward.With 
the windfall, he opened a shoe-repair business on East Milwaukee. Friedman was entre- 
preneurial, an inventor, and mechanically very skilled. He was a socialist and atheist and a 
member of the Workmen's Circle in Detroit.When he married into an Orthodox family, 
his in-laws considered him an outsider. His grandchildren, Judge Bernard Friedman and 
Dr. Howard Friedman, whom we interviewed, believe this was the reason he opened his 
business and lived in the Chene Street neighborhood — to stay away from the in-laws. 
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Friedman and his wife Esther (Wolok), and later their two children, resided in one 
of four apartments in the building that housed the Friedman Shoe Repair Shop on East 
Milwaukee (he later would join his two sons, David and Joseph, in a building business). 
Their son David went on to get a medical degree at Wayne University and opened a 
medical practice above the shoe-repair store. His patients were predominantly the Pol- 
ish Catholics and African Americans who resided in the neighborhood. His office staff 
and nurses, including his long-term head nurse, Mary Taylor, were Polish Catholics. 

Morris Friedman's shoe-repair store at 2429 E. Milwaukee Ave. 	Dr. David Friedman, Morris's 
son, at his medical office 

above the shoe-repair shop 
at 2429 E. Milwaukee. 

Dr. Friedman eventually followed his father's entrepreneurial bent and went on to 
convert a large building on Virginia Park into his own private hospital and he practiced 
medicine until his eighties. He and his wife had three children, Bernard, Howard, and 
Susan. Bernard chose to get a law degree and became a Michigan District Court judge, 
then was appointed by President Ronald Reagan to serve as a U.S. District Court judge 
in Michigan. 

STATUS OF STUDY / WORK TO BE DONE 

The stories of Chene's Jews are part of a broader and more elaborate weaving that 
encompasses and is intertwined with Chene's Polish, Italian, and African-American resi- 
dents.Together, they form one strand of the multi-varied and complex history of Detroit. 

There are still gaps to fill, including the oral histories from several families of signifi- 
cant Jewish-owned stores. We also have added several prominent urban historians, in- 
cluding Professor Deborah Dash Moore, director of the University of Michigan's Frankel 
Center for Judaic Studies; Thomas Sugrue of the University of Pennsylvania; Dr. Karen 
Majewski, who also serves as mayor of Hamtramck; and others.A national team of con- 
sulting faculty has been recruited including professors Lila Corwin Berman of Temple 
University, John Bukowczyk of Wayne State University, and Angela Dillard of the Univer- 
sity of Michigan. University courses and research proposals are being developed based 
on the Chene Street archive.The project is ongoing and continues to collect interviews 
and photos. In so doing, it is enriching our understanding of the extensive Jewish pres- 

ence in Detroit. 
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