JEWS OF SOUTH DAKOTA:
THE ADAPTAT1ON OF A UNIQUE MINORITY
by

Orlando J. and Vicler Gaering

Spouth Dakota, like other states of the Great Plains, has
many cultural craditions brought by diverse ethnic groups.
Of these, the Jews have the longest history of minority expe-
rience, extending over several thousand years. By contrast,
other groups who settled in this area were relatively speak-
ing, ethnic monoliths and this was their first taste of
pluralism. Some communities were transplants of ethnic en-
claves from states further east, such as lowa, Minnesota,
Wisconsin, and Illinois.l Yer even here Jews were unigue
amotlg the minorities in that they formed no permanent enclave
anyvwhere within the state, but were scattered throughout the
area. The aim of this study is to probe Jewish adaptaticn
ta the unique setting of South Dakota, an area characterized
bv sparse settlement, a predominantly agricultural econemy,
and a wide diversity of ethnic groups.

South Dakota ranks with Wyoming and Montana for the
lowest proportion of Jews nationally, namely, one-tenth of
one percent or less. Estimates of the number of Jews now
living in South Dakota wvary from 350 to 690 of the state's
tocal population of 690,000. (See Table 1. p.14) 1ldenti-
fying chis Jewish minority is a task fraught with great am-
biguiry. Jewish self identity may be based on religious,
ethnic, or ancestral roots, or a combination of these. Us-
ing a religious criterion, one would include all persons
who are members of synagogues or who profess the Jewish faith.
This, however, would exclude many persons who strongly identify
with Jews as an ethnic group but have only marginal religious
loyalty -- "Yom Kippur" Jews, the counterpart aof "Easter" Chris-
tians. TFurthermore, there are non-practicing Jews whose assimi-
lation experience includes the abandonment of the Jewish faith
but who nonetheless retain their Jewish identity. The State
of lsrael counts as Jewish anvone barn to a Jewish marher.
One Man, an offspring of a mixed marriage (Jewish mother) and
now a member of a Christian church, put it this way: “Ra-
cially 1 am a Jew.'" 1t should be noted, however, that it is
nearly universal for Jews to regard thgse who practice Chris-
tianity as having ceased to be Jewish.

The picture is further complicared by the divisions within
Judaism. In order of decreasing conservatism, these are
Hasidic, Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform. But the end is
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nat yet! There are =2thnic variations within these groups.
Jews have often been bi-cultural, that is, they acgquired

the culturs of the host society while retaining their dis-
tinctive Jewish sub-culture. Therefore there ave German,
Spanisk, French, and Rnssian Jews, ad infinitum. They are
indeed, as one writer entitled his book, A Coat of Many
Colors."% Joseph 1.. Blau in bhis beook Judaism in America,
concludes tiat although there is a common literary and his-
torical tradition, the answer to the gu=stion, "What is
Judaism?” cannot be answered by z precise definitiom. "Ho
perscn and oo group of persons has the right teo pruncunce
authoritatively on what Judaism is, today in the United
States ol America, or at any other time or place in historv.
There is uwo criterion for orthodoxy cor heteradoxy. The only
way to answer the gquestion is by enumeration and description
of varieties."® TFor purposes of this study ir was simplest
to regard az Jewish anvone who considered himself z Jew or
was 50 perccived by his Jewish peers.

Juspite its diversity, several motifs are commen to
the Jewish subculrture. TForemost among these is the worship
of God. "Hear, v Israel, the Lord our Gad is One."® This
note of monotheism separated ancient Jews from their poly-
theistic neighbors and is still keynoted in the synagogue
service today. A second universal trait is love of learning.
¥nowledge of the Torab and the Talmnd was probably the most
prized value among the impoverished Eastern Eurupean Jews.
OUn the American scene this pursnit of knowledge was secu-
larized and expanded to embrace all learning. M. N. Kertzer,
writing in 1976, noted that Jews constituted less than three
per cent of rhe uational population but eight per cent of
all college gradnates and ten per cent of all professors.7
Jews are also outstanding in ctheir patronage of the arts:
musie, theater, museums, et cetera.

Deeply engrained in Jewish tradition is the practice of
tzdakah (chartity). The emphasis on sharing the world's guods
with the porr and needy, both Jews and non-Jews, harks back
to the thnnderings of Amos and the exhortations of Deuteronomy.
"Thongh charity is a preccpt in all religions,' declares
Forrune Magazine, "it is a matter of rnle in Jewish religion.'8
Tzdakah is characterized as being not merely the largesse of
the rich, but as an act of jnstice. The onderdog has a legi-
timate claim on the good fortnne of his fellows. Through cen-
turies of harassment and exploitation, tzdakah became a vwi-
able survival techanique. In America it _has spawned a great
variety of philanthropic organizations.? Coupled with tzdakah
is the value of deferred gratification. Rard work, frugality,
and a commitment to “this worldlimess'" are enconraged, not
as ends in fhemselves, but as the means to future securicy,
health, comfore, and status,

Finally, Jewish culture places great emphasis on family
and familv obligations. This has created innumerable in-
stances of material assistance to fellow Jews -- aid in [ind-
ing job opportunities, support for the indigent, and the
preservation of religions traditions in the absence of synagogues.
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This kinship cohesiveness has alsc been a great asset in the
struggle for survival. Soeiologists have observed a '"good-
ness of Sit" between Jewish and American valtues.l® It is
therefore not totally surprisiuz that they have achieved

a more speedy realization of the American Dream, rising

from penniless immigrant to the middle c¢lass, than was troe
ol most ethnic groups.

In spite of their small numbers, many strands of the
“"Coat of Many Colors' surfaced in Souch Dakota. The first
to coeme were the German Jews. These Jews had experienced
emaneipation [rom European ghe:tos subsequent te Napoleon's
exploits in Furope. Many came Lo this country in the 1830's
and 1840's. By the 1880's they were acculturated, prao=s-
peroud, and educated and saw South Dakola as & ncew frontier
of econeormic ¢pportunity. Among their enterprises were
breweries. jeweltry stores, hide and fur companies. and
clothing stores earrying quality merchandise. Sioux Falls,
in this pericd, was a free-spending divotce colony which
brought a prrsperous clientele from castern states. This
apparently was 2 factgr in bringing the Fantle Eronhers
store to Siocux Falls.!

At the otiwer end of the state Jews participated in the
poom town development ol Deadwood in the gold rush days. A
significant number with winirng interests came to the Black
Hiils area from Montana and Ceolerado. Among them were Fred
nd Mases Manuel, two Jewish brothers who staked the famous
Hlomestake claim in Deadwood Gulch in 1876. They sold it a
yedr later to George Hearst, father of NWilliam Randolph
Hears:. 12 Jews were soon a parr of Deadwood’s clite. This
ie actested to by local higterical acecounts and sueh concrete
evidence as the stately Franklin Hotel, Coldberg's Grocevy,
and Schwartzwald's Furniture, as well as by the imposing
tombstones on "Hebrew Hill" in Mt. Moriah Cemeterv.l? It
should be noted, however, that early Deadwood's riclhiest man,
Harris Franklin {(originally named Finkelsteiu), began as_a
poor immigrant, nobt a third generatiou Amerieanized Jeow. -9

By [ar the largest contingent of Jews to enter South
Dakota were of Ashkenazic extraction from Eastern Europe.
Most of them were impoverished shtetl Jews who spoke Yiddish
and were very pious and orrhodox. They are typified by rlie
Jewish community of the musical, Fiddler ou the Roof. The
push factors in this migration were the Tzarlst pogroms of
the early 1880's and the desire to 4void military service
in the Russiau army. While many of these immigrants ended
in sweat shops or as peddlers in eastern urhan ghettos,
sorne came all the way to the Plains. Four main routes led
into Sourh Dakota: Ffrom New York or Chicage to Sioux City,
southeast Dakota and further west; from Minneapolis and St.
Paul to Siocux Falls; from Minneapolis and St. Paul to Fargo,
Aberdeen, and Sioux Falls; and from Winnipeg toe Fargo, Aber-
deen, Mitchell, and Sioux Fslls.

A unique contingent among the Eastern European Jews was
the Am Olam, utopian intellectuals who were drawn into a
Jewish "back to the land” movement. While mot particularly
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religioils, they were highly {dealistie and attemptec to es-
tablish socialistic agricrltuzal communes, inclelus Bech-
lebew Yehucah and Cremieux in Dakota Terrzitory.:2

Jowish refugee efforts during the Warld War 11 era
brought a small number of escapees aud sarvivors of the
Holnearst o South Dakota, however, most of these even-
tually left the state. There lias algso been A continuous
sprinkling of Jewish verchants and professionals who have
entered the state In responsc ta carser opportunities,
ntirelated te any ethnic or group migration.

The settlement of Jews on the Dakota p:ains took the
general patrtern of wide Jispersal. Often there were only
onte or twe Jewish families in a town., This dispersion
neecsusitated that the bulk oI transzetions oecur between
Jews and Centiles. There were too [ew Jewish emplnoyars
or eustomers to make passible a concent-ation ¢f economic
activicy within the confines uf thelr own ethnic group.
Jews ¢f South Dakota entered a wide varietv of vocational
pursuits. The mest cvomumn were general merchandise, wear-
ing apparel, furciture, nides and fuars, scrap fetal and
autg parts, Jewelry, meat proesssing, banking, mass media.
public utilities. anid the professions of law, mediclue,
ergineering, and education.

lundeede of Jews hemesteadsd bub very few rerained on
farmes and ranches. The Louis Sinvkin and Sam Bober familics
are conapicuous exXeeptions. The Sinykins of eastern Zenning-
ton County eventially acquired all of the land of an zarly
Jawish gettlement knosm locally as "Jew Flats." They re-
mained on the ranch during the family's growing years.
Their children beeame active it 4H. As of 1965 they had
moves to Kapld Cicy but rerained ownership of the land. €
some Jews enter<d agrieulture relaZed businesses, such as
clevator owners, sheep and cattle dealers, and a seed
company. Sam Bober, a Ukranian immigrant, dcquiced 10,000
acres of raneh land. After the drought of the 1430'¢ he
joined the cratf of the state experimental farm at Newell
vhaere he developed new varieries of drought rezsistant
alfalfa. Eventually he opened the Dober Seed House in
Rapid Ccity.17

A well traveled economic ladéer is in evidence among
the Yiddish speakitg Eact Zuropean Jewish immiprants. The
first rung was that ol peddler. "Anyone who doubts the
tendeity and vigor of -—hese ezvrly-day Jewish merchants,
often izinerants who carried their goods I hundred-pourd
packe to theriv rural castomers, has only to visit the 'Jew
Peddler Trail' on Rapid Creek between Canyon City and Mystic
....Tt was their regular rrail, mare or less over tte Volin
Tunnel, as they came westuard t{rem Rapid Ciry, and today as
in the past, a casual hiker without = _burden has to be in
good health to negotiate it at all."18 Some were fortunate
eniough to have a fellow Jew or even a sympathetic Christian
offer them a hurse ancd buggy. Tre goods were peddled to the
homesteaders of the area. Jovece Wauen writes: "Many a famm

wife wuie a gpold wedding ring purchased [rom a Jewish peddler.

aulg
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After a week or two of peddling they would return ra Sioux
Falls or Siocux City to replenish their supplies. Peddling
hecame a bit less strenucus with the advent of the automobile.
One successful grocer reported: "As a kid 1 used to go with
Dad in our old Dodge truck. We had shelves built on the

back to carry our stock of groceries to the farmers. We

were always well received., People would invite us to meals,
We sat at the table with threshing crews.”Z0

For the first generation it was a spartan bare-bones
existence. Given their frugallty, their work ethic, their
mutual help erhic, and their drive teo better themselves,
they made it to the second tung of the ladder, ownership
of a peneral store. From here it was a short distance to a
chain of several stores. The next step was a move to a
vpeciaslized store, such as a ladies ready-to-wear store, or
to become a wholesaler and supplier. The K & K store chain
was a striking example. It began with two Kutcher brother
peddlers, "Red" and L.C.. They came from Sioux City buct
established a home base with the John F. Miller family east
of Freeman where thev stored their supplies. Their peddling
became an important pare of life to many members in the
community. To have the Kutchers spend the night was a treat
for the family, especially the children.

It was a sight to see the Kubchers coming down
the road. Children would run and open the gate
for them. Then, in almost a magical moment, the
men would get out of their buggy and open one of
their satchels. The ehildren would watch with
eyes wide open as they would cpen cne af the
litele drawers built into the satchel and little
trinkets were brought out and given them in grat-
itude for opening the gate. Scon the rest of the
goods were laid our for wviewing by the entir
family and wished for things were purchased.<

When the Kutchers opened their store, their original
ad carried the feollowing:

K & K store will open Sarurday, sugust 17
with the following specials:
Men's 50¢ work shirt............ ive
Men's 90¢ overalls........ovue..n 75¢
Ladies' 5&4.00 walking skirts.52.00
One Price to All.

The success of the Freeman store prompted expansion until
there were thirty-four K & K stores in the region. As Cthe
Kutchers aged, shares in the company were handed down to

sons and daughters and slowly the stores were sold te others.
The last to close, some sixty vears later, had been the first
to open, namely, the K & K store in Freeman. Meanwhile the
yonnger Kntchers continued to operate a wholesale business

in Sioux Citv. The pattern of rapid intergenerational mo-
bility with the second generation entering the middle class,
50 common among Jews, cccurted in South Dakora as well. The
pioneer village was a good opportunity for the small independent.
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With the changing economic patterns and the decline of the
small town, many a South Dakota village lost its Jewish
family. This trend was accentuated even more for Jews than
fur the general population due to their high achievencnt
motivation to Teach middle class, for this usually involved
migration to urban communities. "The departure of the Jews
iz an early symprtom af the dzclinme of a town,” was a bit

of folklore encountered in aa interview.

Jewish policical activity in South Dakora can best be
described as "low profile.” There have been nho sena-ors,
conkressmen, or sState governor523 ameng the state's Jews.

& number have served in the 5tate House and as officars.
Benjamin Strool served as Commissioner of School and Public
Lanés for meny years. Abe Pred and others served in the
State Legislature, 0On the party organization level Jews
have assumed leading roles in both political parties: Stan-
ford Adelstein in the Republican party and Manley Feinstein
among the Demwocrats. Jews lave at times been active in
lobbying at the State House. An early businessman, Moses
Kaufman, was desevibed thus: "“As a lobbyist, he is the
smogrhest men in the state.’2% The evidence suggests that
this ethnic group is open to political participalion as a
means of coping with issues, however, on the South Dakuta
scene, 1t appears to have been primarily ou the basis of
personal interest. Their numbers are too limited t¢ make
up a Jewish voting blog and perhaps few issues of general
ethnic concern have surfaced on the state level. 1f South
Dakota's Jews are predpminantly Democratic, as is true of
the group nationally,—s then they may well be under repre-
sented in elective offices in a predominantly Republican
state.

Their limited numbers also affected their religious
organization and practice. When Jews first entered Sonth
Dakara rhere seldom were sufficjent pumbers within an area
to make up a minyan of the ten male heads required to uwI-
ganize a synagogue. Ferpetiation of the religious :zradition
depended heavily upon the family. Early but ghort lived
synagogues Were organized in Deadwood in 1877<® and in East
Penuington County in 1909.27 Sinux Falls orgpanized a svna-
gogue in 1916, but the cultural and religious differences of
the Germans and the Eastern Orcthodox Jews proved roo great
anc¢ the Germans brcke away in 1919 to found a2 Reform syna-
gogue. 2 They purchased a Protestant church building and re-
modeled it to house the ME. Zion Cougregation, In time the
differences diminished. Ewventually the Orcthodox synagogue
became defunct, and the only building ever built as a Jewish
house of worship ir South lakota wss sold and now houses St.
Paul's Evangalical Tatheran Church. While there is only one
synagogue In Sioux Falls, there cortinue tc be both Orrthodox
anpd Reform cemeteries. The B'Nai Issac Corgregaticn of Aber-
deen was charESred in 1917. 1t is assoclated with Conserva-
tive Judaism. The Synagogue of the Hills, organized in
1%43, 15 assucliaced wicth Reform Judaism and worships at the
Ecumenical Chapel at Ellsworth Air Force Base at Repid City.
Racbi Fors-ein of Mt. Zion Temple in Sicux Falls is currently
the only residenc rabbi in the state. Soume of the state's
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Jews retain membership in one of several synagogues in Sioux
City and return there for the High Holy Days whenever possible.

Two forces have operated to generate strain on Jewish
religious participation: small town residence has separated
ther many miles from a synagogne, and Saturday was the major
shopping day for the area generally. The latter issue was
met by establishing synagogue worship services on Friday
night, since the Jewish Sabbath begins at sundown on Friday,
but Jewish ritual law regarding Sabbath work was compromised
under the necessities imposed by circumstance,30 The dis-
tance from Jewish worship centers was less easily dealt with.
Children were taken many miles to attend Sunday Schools for
instruetion in the Jewish faith. This became a big social
cvent for small towners who at the same time could ger to-
sether with fellow Jews for visiting and enjoyable trips to
larger towns. As one interviewee reminisced, "That used to
be the highlight of our Iife. My father used to drive us
to Sioux Falls for Sunday School and afterwards we'd go to
the old Chocolate Shop and have lunch, and that was the
highlight of the week." Some families hired rabbis to give
their children religious instruction:

When [ was a small boy we had one of those rabbis.
What do you call them? Melamed? He used to come
tu the housc and, of course, we tried to avoid him
and when we'd see him come to the front door we'd
run out the back daor. But he caught us most of
the time. We had two rabbis -- 1 don't know why
we changed unless one couldn't stand us any longer.
One was called Miller der schwartzer and one was
Miiler der roycter. One had black hair and the
other red. We were bar miczvahed through them.
They used to go from house to house. They had a
route, just like the piano teacher would go to
different houses. They'd come on Monday after-
noon after school for an hour and a half....

Fach family had its own melamed...I don't know
what he charged, two dollars, I forget. But if
mother didn't have much money, that was one thing
she wouldn't give up, that was the melamed, they
had to have him.3

Attempting Lo perpetuate Judaism by moving ocut of a small
town to a larper Jewish community was not uncommon.

We...lived in a non-Jewish community in Rapid City.
The time came when we had to decide what to do with
our boys: are they going to bhe Jews or non-Jews?
We figured by watching others that the chance for
them to remain Jewish in a Jewish community was
greater, although there was mno guarantee, because
a lot of Jewish people in Jewish communities be-
came non-Jewish. 8o with great sacrifice we...
moved to Denver. The only reason we moved, the
only reason, was so the boys would have Jewish
contackt.
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Tre oldeat son in this [amily later returued teo Rapid City
and became very inveolved in the community.

Keeping a kosher house also was a struggle when Jews
were widely scattered and a shochet (ritual butcher) was
rot readily accessible. A homesteader in the northwestern
corner ¢ the state cammented: ''We got tiggd of eating
potatres and prairie dogs weren't kosher.'” In the pio-
reering era, the news of where kosher [ood was available
spread via the informal network and traveling Jews soon
iearned of these places. Mrs. Martinsky, an Orchodox
jewish woman, ran a store and tourist camp in Kadoka.
"There was no other place ior a Jew to stop between Mitchell,
South Dakota, three hundred miles east of here except Kadoka,
wherc Mother was, and was the only Jew. For many years she
was known as the place to stop so you could get a koesher
meal. This included tourists coming there to gge the coun-
r from as far east as New York and Chicago.”-% In time
5t area Jews simply shifred from the stricter Orthodox
diztarv laws and conformed to the mere liberal expectations
i Conservative and Relorm Judaism in this matter. Never-
theless, during interviews three families were encountered
who keep kosher hanses today -- a rabbi, a professor, and a
business man. The taboo on eating pork is more widely ob-
served. Several persons stated that although the original
hcaleh reasons requiring ritual slaughtering and forbidding
raork are now obsolete, they nevertheless continue to ab-
stain as a matter of habit and religious discipline.

When synagogues are not readily accessible, the burden
of perpetuating the faith falls more heavily on the family.
Judaiem has more obligatory family rituals than the Christian
faith. 1n this circumstance the issue of intermarriage is
partiecularly acute. Intermarriages were seen as a threat to
the survival of the Jewish faith and culture since the days
of Ezra and Nehemiah.3? For the East Eurcpean Orthodox Jews
there were especially strong prehibiticons against intermar-
riage. Nevertheless, with no Jewish eligibles available,
romantic attractions to the Gentiles were bound to develop.

"L. J. had a girl friend, G.... He went with her for years
but L. J.'s mother was still living and she said, 'You can't
cver marry anycne else but a Jew.' G. waited and waited....

She went out with him and kept company all the time, but he
said he promised his mother, so he can't marry her as loug
as his mother lived. Bur when the mother died, for some
reason or other he didn't marry her anywav. He married a
Jewish girl and lived in Sioux City." When children reached
marriage age, some families moved to larger centers such as
Denver, Sioux City, or Sioux Falls where there were Jewish
communities of sufficient size to pravide a range of eligibles,
Others sent their children to schools thar had a sizeable
concingent of Jewish students. A number of Jewish parents
pointed with great satisfaction to the fact that their chil-
dren found Jewish mates and were in some cases following a
more orthodox life style than the parents themselves. 1In
spite of these efforts, intermarriages did occur and in re-
cent vears have reached propottions sufficient To cause
great concern. Rabbis have estimated the rates ta be be-
tween 30 and 40 per cent in the area. 1lowa and Indiana, two
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states with religious affiliation data on marriage licenses,
reported intermarriage rates as follows: Towa (1959) 42.8
per cent; Lndiana (1963) 48.8 per ccnt.

The interweaving of family roles and economic funcrion-
ing is also evident. When a family member is lacking to fill
a role, a kinsman or affinal relative may fill the pasicion,
as is illustrated in cthis unpublished familyv history: C.H.,
after scparating Trom her husband, operated a hoarding housc
with her three children. After several vears ste married
the star boarder, 5.5., who operated a furmiture business.
She now became a homemaker. Her youngest son, C.N., (§.8.'s
step son), was later taken inte the business. When 5.5.
died the widow and son became business partners until she
passed away in 1942. In 1948 C.N. took three nephews, his
sister's children from a mixed marriage, into the busincss
as partrners. In 1965, the oldest, L.A., tock over the man-
Agement.  In its orne hundred [ive yecar history, the ctore
rctained its original name. stayed within the family, ang
iz currently maraged by a step grandson of the founder . 9

Jews have generally been perecived as very solidaristic,
but everi in the most unified groups, dilferences will sur-
face. Mationally, an intragroup cleavage developed between
acculturated German Jews and the new arrivals from Fastern
Europe. To the former, the language, outlandish dress, and
social customs of the latter were viewed with disaffecticon
or at best, paternalistic condescension. The refired and
sometimes prosperous Jeow had very lictle in commor with the
impoverished, Yiddish speaking immigrant cther thkan their
shared religious identity. Even their religious cutlook
and expression manifesccd the same contrasts of social class
and ethnic differences that parallel the class diifercntials
of Protestant denominacions. Littlefizld observed: '"The
Sioux City German Jews nelther approved nor respected the
foreign ways or religious orthodoxy of Lhe newcomers, and
were particularly down on the use of Yiddish, insisting on
conversing in German if the newcomers couldn't understand
English. 1t was this rcjection of their language aud the
culture it conveved that all but permanently alienated the
two Jewish communities from each other."38 " Concerning this
same cleavage in Sioux Falls, Joyce Nauen writes: "IE is
net hard to imagine with what ill-conceived dismay the
Jews of Sioux Falls viewed the first of these strangers Lo
limp exhausted into town. The Yiddish speaking, excitable
gesturing strangers whe practiced their Judaism with an
almost ferocious piery (and were unbelievably poor besides)
must have presented quite a contrast to the cultivated and
prosperous local Jews.'

Yet in spite of these differences, the ethlcal im-
peratives of tzdakah and mutual help triggered an array of
organizations to assist the flood tide of Yiddish refugees
pouring into the United States. Within a couple of genera-
tlons the socip-economic gap was largely closed. This rap-
proachement also received an assist from the inevitable
process of intermarriage. ''The first of these peddlers to
take up residence in Sioux Falls was ostracized socially
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until he had wan the hand and heart of a lady of impeccable
German desceut, whereupon he hung up his pack forever and
opened a jw.mk;.rard."f'0 A unilque opportunity to express

their religious and ethnic solidarity arose during World
War 11 when no less than a thousand men of Jewish extraction
were stationed at the Sicoux Falls air base. For a com-
munity of less than three hundred to provide religious fel-
lowship and a home awav from home for so many service men
required the unified and dedicated effort of the entire
graup.,

lt is widely believed that Jews tend not to integrate
into their communities, that is, they maintain a vital ref-
erence group and roots of identity cutside the community.
Although rhey live within the community, their attitude is
not so much that of "resident' as of "stranger,' as George
Simmel conceptualized the terms. A "stranger” is not a per-
son who drops in for a brief sojourn witheour intending to
settle. ''The stranger is a person who comes today and stays
tomorrow. He is, so ta speak, a potential wanderer, al-
though he has nort moved on, hf has not guite overcome his
freedom of coming and going- The opposite of "stranger”
is "resident," a person whose lLdentity 1s in the community
and who reflects the values and biases of the community and
does not regard out migration as a live option. Lavender
has reviewed several studies of small rown Jews which ad-
dress this issue. As their titles indicate, some conclude
that the characterization of "stranger" is an accurate one.
Among them are Rose's "Strangers in Their Midst,™ aud
kaplan s ""The Eternal Stranger. On the other hand, Shoen-
field's "Jewish Identity and Voting Patterns’ concludes that
small rown Jews are integrated into small town society.%?
Tendencies in both dlreCCLOﬂS surfaced in the 1nterv1ewh
The persistence of "straugerhood" among South Dakota's
Jews is illustrated by the fact that many of the deceased
are not buried in public cemeteries within the state, but
are interred in Jewish cemeteries in Sioux City, Minneap-
olis, and Denver. One respondent expects to terminate
residence even earlier: ''When 1 retire I want to get out
aof here as fast as possible." Except for daily contact in
business, the "strangers' remain relatively isolated socially.
Ar the "resident' extreme are those who have become fully
assimilated and lost their Jewish identity. The majority
seem to be distributed along a continuum betfween these op-
posing tendericies. The Jewish ideal appears to be integra-
tion without assimilation. The dilemma is not unique but
common to all hyphenated Americans who wish to be full
fledged parcicipants in the larger society while maintain-
ing a distinct ethnic identity. Sparsity of number in
South Dakota prevented the development of separate Jewish
organizations to parallel those already in the communities.
Geographic distance restricted partiecipation in the larger
centers that had Jewish sub-communitcies. All of this added
impetus to their participation as ‘residents.” Yet eveu
the most involved have retained a “suitcase mentality,"
thar ie, a latent wariness ©of possible rejectrion. As one
active community leader put it, "Believe it or not, I find
even in my own mind that there is a partially packed suit-
case always in the claset."
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South Dakpota's Jews have participated freely and exten-
sively in social orpganizations. Interviewees statements
indicated that they experienced little anci-Semitism, and
where it cxisted it was rapldly receding. "We have had a
very marvelous life," stated one. ‘'We have never, ever felt
any anti-Semitism whatsoever in any way, shape, or foruw.
We'wve had a marvelous relationship. For instance, we have
a Masonic Temple. They put on a dinncr for four hundred to
five hundred people. 1f they know in advance that we are
coming to the dinner and they are serving ham, the waitresses
come and bring two steaks. And all our friends kid the life
out of us and say, 'Gee, 1 wish we were Jewish.'”" Another
person stated: "1 belonged to every organization worth be-
longing to in this town. There was absolutely no prejudice.”
A banker remarked teo the writers, "If vou want to talk Lo
Mr. R. you'll have to do it this morning. He is my golfing
partner and we're leaving ctown this alfternoon to plav golf."
Mr., R.'s f{ather reported some difficulty in breaking into
social circles when they first came to town. This was morc
vronounced for his wife than for himself since he had a lot
of business contacts. "So much of social life was organized
arcund the churches and when you don't belong to one of the
chivrches it's pretty hard to move into the social area....
RFut," he added, "anti-Semitism is nmot a major prohlem here.
feople have beeu very nice to us. My wife plavs cards with
4ll of them now., They are all good friends. She blows the
same old telephone hot air and everything that goes with it.”

Jews have been active in various community-wide philan-
thropic cfforts, both formal and informal. Two of those
interviewed served as local chairmen of the Community Chest.
Uthers hsve served on FProtestant and Carhelic boards, and
even as president of the Y.M.C.A.. Onc Jewish merchant re-
ported, "1've sung for weddings and furnerals far every denom-
ination in the community and 1 never accepted a penny from
any one of them for this.” During the interviews the authors
frequently encountered reports of incidents of mutual assist-
ance and interchange between Jews and non-Jews. Some of
these reached back to the "0ld Country.” The daughter of a
German-Russian immigrant family Telated cthe following:

There were a number of Jewish families living
in our village in Russia. My mother, as a girl,
used to go over there on Friday night to lighr che
fire and do other necessary work affer sunsec....

One dav when Dad was coming home from Freeman
with a horse and buggy he picked up a peddler....
After supper he was walking around with his hands
behind his back. My Dad said, "Den't you feel
good?" Mr. Secht said, "Yes, I'm 0.K." But they
finally pinned bhim down and he said, I have a
family in Russia. They have almost nothing tc
eat and 1 have no money to send them to come here."
So my folks offered him some money. He wasn't
going to accept it. "You don't know me and T
don't know if I conld ever pay it back." The
folks insisted on his taking it, which he finally
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did. In a wmonth or so his earnings plus the gift
was enough to send for his family....After two years
he moved to Sioux Citv. Every vear after that, just
before Christmas, he sent a box to our family....
And each Christmas when the box arrived Mother shed
tears and said, "“Sam did that again. Why does he do
iez”

Such felicitous exchanges extended even into the area
of religion. A Jew, asked to teach Sunday School by a Proc-
estant church, remonstrated that after all, he was a Jew.
"Yes, of course,” came the reply, "but we want you to teach
us the 0Old Testament.'" Ancther incident involved a Meth-
odist minister who lived next door to a liberal Jewish
family with two boys. One day the minister asked the par-
ents, '"Don't you think it's time vour children learned some-
thing about their cwn religion?'” ‘Yes,"” replied the mother,
"but how are we going to do it?" Heither parent had special
training and there was no rabbi within reach. The minister
offered to reach them what he knew, explaininz that his
major in seminary was Hebrew and that he had a dear friend,
a rabbi, who c¢ould supply him with the books needed. an
asreement was reached and the bovs came to the minister’s
house weekly for a year of imnstruction. "He inculcated in
them such a reverence and such a love frr their own re-
ligicn," observed the mother. The father added, "I think
the most unusual thing abour it was that he taughr them
an appreciation of their religion without any inclination to
proselytize. When you stop teo think about it, it would be
pretty mear impnssible for a perscn not to tend to do that
....We are so happvy now. They both married Jewish girls."

On the other hand, anti-Semitism, whilc largely sub-
dued, is nometheless still present. Interviewees reported
experiencing ethnic slurs, children being denied a chance
to plav because they were Jews, getting blackballed at a
fraternity, attempts to exploit anti-Semitic feeclings for
pelitical purposes (which proved ineffective), and just
being ignored. Ethnic slurs were cften seen as endemic in
the culture and thoughtlessly made without vreal antipathy.
Public prayers made "in Jesus name' were perceived as a
failure to recognize that our plaralistic scciety contains
other religions thau the dominant Christian persuasion.
The comparatively low level of discrimination experienccd
may be due to the fact that Jews have proven to be very
effective "ambassaders to the Gentiles,” and also to the
operation of sclective exception. Stereotypes are ra-
tained by saying that the popular images of Jews simply
don’'t apply to che few rhat they have learned tou know
personally, for example: ''Not our Jake on Main Street,'
ar this: "We were very good friends of the K's. They
were such friendly, honest people.” So they continue to
walk the tight rope of participating in society without
being absarbed by it, A respondent in Rose's study had
put it this way: '"The secret of a Jew living in a small
town -- happily -- is to assimilate as soon as possible --
but, always to remember he's a Jew."
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For the adult, the Jewish identity is an accomplished
fact. The couceru is with their children. The belief exists
among the parent generation that iselation and lack of a re-
inforcing ethnic enclave places them on the alert and impels
them to make extra efforts to preserve their Jewish identity,
rather than slowly giving in to assimilation. “South Dakota
has doue us a good turn,” stated one. "We realized who we
were. If we had stayed in New York we would not have a
kosher home and our kids would have married uon-Jewish people.
It is the writcrs' considered opinian char there is something
of a "Roots" phenomenon among the Jews living within the
state. Varions means have been employed to revitalize and
prescrve their identity. Children are sent to Jewlsh summer
camps. There is continued emphasis on family rituals and
teaching. Youth are enconraged to enter colleges with larger
Jewish student popnlatious. Some families move to largper
centers to achieve greater Jewish contact and to eonhance mate
selection opportunities. Many adults vislt the State of
lsrael. It is not uncommon for Dakota Jewish youth to live
in 1srael for a period of time or attend universirvy there.
Therc appears to be a new sensc of pride in their heritage,
Litrtlefield attributes much of this new gself ecsceem of the
Jews to the risc of the State of Israel.™** This view was
corroborated by a nnmber of persons interviewed. However,
cause and effect in social change are difficult to establish
when so many changes occur simultaneously. The period in
guestion also exhibited great ferment within American so-
clety. It was the era of Civil Rights movements, Black
FPower, Red Power, Women's Liberation, Affirmative Action,
and Consciousness Raising. Within this period also, the
tidal wave of East FEuropean immigrant Jews largely rose to
middle class respecrability. Some of these developments
may also have lent support to a changed self estimate of
Jews and changed societal perception of minority groups,
as American soclety moves from the Melting Pot theory to-
wards ethnic pluralism.

The adaptation of the Jewish people to the plains of
South Dakotra was molded by their small numbers {less than
one-tenth of one per cent), their geographic dispersion,
and the predominance of the Christian religion. These
factors, plus intra-Jewish diversity, placed great burdens
on them to retain their faith and culture. The support of
a local synagogue was impossible in most communities. Only
three organized synagogues survive today. Educated German
Jews rose to prominence in early Sigux Falls, and in the
Black Hills during the gold rush days. The much larger
Yiddish migration came later in poverty and often began as
peddlers. The values of tzdakah, industry, and kinship ob-
ligation were functional in gaining a foothold in the new
area. Relations between Jews and non-Jews were governed by
achieving a high level of integration without complete as-
similation. Anti-Semitism was experienced atr minimal levels
and appears ta he receding. Jewish identity was retained
through family ritual, the hiring of intinerant teachers,
forbidding intermarriage, and various means of bringing youth
into contact with larger Jewish groups. The contemporary
generation manifests a sense of "roors'" and a new pride in



its beritage.

The Jewish ptesence has added a colorrul

strand to the ethnie fabrie of South Dakota.

TABLE T

Jewish Popularion in Selected West North Central States.*

Population Jewish popularion Estimated

State 1377 est. 1978 estimarte 7 of Jews
Miswouri 4,801,000 TL,220 1,51
Caloraaa 2,619,000 31,830 1.21
Minresota 3,975,000 34,180 0.87
Mebraska 1,561,000 8,155 .52
Hangas 2,326,000 10,325 0. 44
ioga 2,897,000 7,745 0.27
Morth Daketa 652,000 1,085 0.17
South Dakota 683,000 690 0.10
Wvoming 406,000 ilg 0.08
Mor:tana 761,000 499 0.07

#Taken from a rable on U. Jewish Population in Siegel

and Rheins. The Jewish Almanac, p. 115. Full ritation under

note {2,
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