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AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
By Herman Jacobs (Hersz Jakubowski) 

Generously supplied by Sue Bachman (Granddaughter) 

Transcribed by Vivienne Durell 
	

Sunday August the second 1953. 

It was Saturday December the 9th 1950. I was ill and had to stay in bed as per orders 

of Doctor Gamet. I was alone in the house while the rest of the family were in the 

store trying to make good before Christmas without me. More power to them. 

I had read all the newspapers and magazines and decided to write a biography of 

my life with all its ups and downs, and I dedicate same to my dearest grandchildren 

Suzane and Arthur ‘Buster’ Ginsberg then age 11 and 9 respectively and to my 

grandchildren that may come along afterwards. (And sure enough at this writing we 

have our beloved Barbera ‘Bobbie’ Berson now two and a half years young.) 

I, Herman Jacobs (European Jakubowski) was born May 26th 1883 in Izbica (Izbica 

Kujawska) also called in those days in Yiddish Izbitz, Kalisz Gubernia (meaning state 

or county), Poland, then belonging to Russia and ruled by Tzar Alexander III. Izbitz 

was a village of approximately 1000 families mostly Jewish. This little town was 

situated in a nest of a number of settlements separated a few miles apart. To one 

side there was 3 similar towns called Lubraniec, Brisk (Brześć Kujawski), and 

Wlotzlawek (Włocławek). The latter recognized then as a metropolis. On the other 

side Burdovo (Brdów), and Kolo the latter a semi metropolis. 

These places could be reached by horse and buggy in a matter from a few hours to 

a half a day. Same territory today can be covered by auto in a matter from 10 

minutes to an hour. The little town of Izbitz where I was born was nicknamed ‘Izbitzer 

Blottes’. Blottes means ‘mud’ which accrued after each rain as there were no 

pavements or sidewalks not even cobble stones, and let us not mention about 

drainage, as nobody knew anything about that. 
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The little town of ‘Brisk’ (Brześć Kujawski) mentioned before was nicknamed 

‘Brisker-Ganuven’ meaning ‘thieves’. Probably assumed on account of the jail being 

situated there. 

Referring back to Izbitz I wish to describe its layout. First the town square which was 

the main business section, so to speak, where my father had his dri-goods- notion 

store or what have you and was recognized as the better store. Everybody had their 

living quarters in back of their stores, which was also in our case. As to floor 

covering, sometimes they had boards on the floors sometimes none, just dry packed 

dirt. We had good floorboards, smooth, which was scrubbed from time to time to 

keep them clean. They also were removable for easy repair work. To the North of the 

square was another half square. The reason I say half is because at the extreme end 

there were no buildings or houses, only open fields and country sides. This place 

was called in Yiddish ‘Chaser Marek’ meaning ‘gigs market’. To the South of it was 

the same kind of an arrangement a half square and called ‘horse market’. The 

farmers from the surrounding country were bringing pigs and horses for sale from 

time to time. They also brought fruits and vegetables, but that was sold in the main 

square.  

There was another street called the ‘Shule Gass’ meaning the Synagogue Street. 

Because at the very end, and you did not have to far to go, and there was the 

Synagogue, a red brick building rather imposing in those days, at least to me it was. 

It was the main place of worship to which my parents belong, Orthodox of course, 

there was nothing else known, to the extent that the men folks used the main 

auditorium and the women the balcony. Only once a year they were allowed to mix 

with the men and that was on Simchat Tora, the last day of Sukkot. 

The congregation had a long bearded Rabbi who was recognized to be a great 

Talmudic scholar. Also a cantor, and a good one at that, as the inhabitants were very 

particular and were fond of good music. The choir consisted of young boys and 

young men, as girls were not permitted to participate in worship performance. 

A few hundred feet away was another sanctuary place of worship and Talmudic 

study, a house of learning so to speak. This building was never closed. Local but 

mostly out of towners came and went day or night. Some were obliged to sleep on 

the hard benches if he was a stranger. It had a large library of Talmudic books and 
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anybody could use them, and as I recollect very few local people took advantage, 

instead they were used by roving students who were preparing themselves for the 

Rabbinate taking advantage of the library and the scholarly Rabbi who was assisting 

them. There were no hotels or rooming houses where these students could stay 

therefore they were billeted in the private homes or sleep in the study on the hard 

benches. As to meals, the local inhabitants granted each day to a different student to 

partake his meals, as I recollect there always was somebody at our house for meals. 

These two places of worship were well patronized at morning, evening as well as 

Sabbath services. But during the high holidays there was not enough room for 

everybody just as they are here, the hours of services are much longer, from sun up 

to sun down, and no cheating on yours or pages in the prayer book. 

Next to the Synagogue there was a rather low building called [a] Mikveh, the public 

bath house, which was open every Friday and the day before each holiday. The 

mornings were set aside for women, the afternoons for men. To provide hot water 

they had a boiler heated by wood, the water was drawn by the bucket full and carried 

to the large wooden bath tubs. Each tub accommodating as many as 5 or 6 persons. 

In the centre of the room there was an open well with steps to descend which was 

used as a final dunking. Soap was a luxury and scarce therefore it was used very 

economically, a cake of soap was used and handed from person to person and hand 

to hand, and thus the Izbitz population kept clean. 

The business life of this little hamlet consisted mostly of retail stores living off each 

other but mostly of the farmers living on the rather large rural territory that came to 

town on regular market days or each Sunday when they came to the large Catholic 

Church, which was located on the main square. During Sunday morning services all 

stores were closed tight, and reopened at noon when services were over and the 

populace were permitted to trade as usual on bargain bases, buying from the store 

that in their opinion sells for less. When the day’s business was over if the cash in 

the drawer amounted 15 or 20 rubles was considered a good day’s grab. 

Practically everybody in the community had some sort of a nickname, some 

flattering, some otherwise, some by their get up, or business they were in. My dad’s 

name was Aron, so they called him ‘Oorenche’, rather flattering because he was 

short, 5’3. Mother’s name was Bleema [sic], so they called her ‘Bleemche’, meaning 
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flower. She was recognized as an outstanding nice person by all. I dare say that we 

were one of the first, if not the first family in town, regardless of monetary worth as 

there were more individuals with many more rubles. 

                                                   

        Photograph: Blima Baumgart Jakubowski                                           Photograph: Aron Jakubowski 

Photo’s courtesy of Suzane Bachman 

 

Mother was especially very well liked by all for the good she has done for the more 

unfortunate, such as performing sincerely her duties in the local charitable 

association, also dispersing funds of a free loan society. Using good judgement for 

which she was well qualified and admired for, she was instrumental in making peace 

among quarrelling couples, etc. etc. And besides her general get up and behaviour 

was different from the rest of the inhabitants, she also was good looking and by the 

way, very religious. 

I remember one instance on a Pesach (Passover) morning she was getting dressed 

to go to the Synagogue, she found in her stocking a crumb of bread how it ever got 

there is a mystery, and the strange and disappointed look on her face I still 

remember and is beyond description, as she felt a terrible crime had been committed 

against her religious belief, as no leavened bread such as ‘matzos’ shall be in the 

house. She handed that little crumb to me with instructions to bury it in a certain spot 

way deep in the back yard. My age at that time must have been 8 or 10 years. 

Another instance in my life at that age remains in my memory, and that is mother 

saw to it that I always was well dressed and at that time I had a new overcoat which I 

wore to school and cheder (Hebrew school) which was located at the end of the 
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Synagogue Street. On the way to and from school I was stopped by a certain woman 

who supposed to have been a great admirer of Mother as well as of myself. One day 

she stopped me, pawed my new overcoat, and took me into her house against my 

will and made me take a piece of stale cake, and that was really an insult to me 

because it was Thursday, hence a week old cake. Cakes were usually baked on a 

Friday for Saturday. I felt highly insulted and would not eat it. I ran home complaining 

to Mother and said I never did like that woman, and from that time on I walked to 

school on the opposite side of the street in order to avoid her. By the way I must 

make this clear who that woman was. The wife of a person who should be called 

‘Doctor Quack’, he also was the town barber or rather hair cutter as shaving was not 

accepted by Jewish people as a religious omen, beards were the thing. His official 

title was ‘The Felcher’. I well recollect he was called in to see somebody who was 

complaining about a headache, his advice was if not better by morning to tie a 

handkerchief tight around the head. Such was his medical education, from that time 

on I did not like him either. His name was Fischlevich. 

I attended such schools as was available daily until midday and in the afternoon 

cheder learning Hebrew, Talmud and religion. Mother was not satisfied with the 

morning school but nothing could be done about it. I learned all there was to be 

learned in Public School and the time came when I was sent home, simply stating 

‘That is all’ you need not know anymore. Hebrew school went along in a more 

satisfactory way to mother. 

After what happened in the public school, Mother took up the matter with a few other 

parents who also had children of my age and who also had a desire to further their 

children’s education, agreed, and hired the wife of the local school teacher, who 

supposed to have been a very learned person capable of teaching further where I 

left off. 

A class room was arranged in the attic of her home, and about 15 kids, boys and 

girls attended, and everybody felt they are learning something, but as I now believe 

not near as much or as well as kids of today learn here. However it was a step 

forward, each parent paid a fee compensating the lady teacher for her effort. Her 

husband was the public school teacher continued the same lessons to Christian 
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children, but was not allowed to teach it to the Jewish children. That was the Russian 

law then. 

As a year or so went by I learned in school and cheder (Hebrew School) all it was to 

be learned, I got restless, mother thought she would like to make a Rabbi out of me, 

but I thought different. Although I did go for a while to the house of learning I 

mentioned before and met up with some Hebrew scholars and almost finished 

Rabbis, with whom I studied, but not for very long. 

I soon interested myself in Dad’s store. By that time both of my sisters Frania and 

Esther were sufficiently grown up and they too needed better schooling, again 

Mother influenced other parents to join with her and she went to Warsaw, the Capital 

City of Poland, and through proper connections found and hired two lady teachers to 

come to Izbitz and conduct this private school. As so happened a new building was 

going up and with some inducement a regular auditorium was built which made a 

nice school room, of which Mother was very proud. 

By that time I was probably about 16 years old and was more interested in Dad’s 

store than Hebrew or regular school and expressed a desire to go along with Dad to 

Łódź, a large industrial city of 400,000 population where he went about 3 or 4 times 

a year to do his buying for the store, but was not permitted, “to hard of a trip” Mother 

said. Finally after much nagging Mother gave in. The trip was hard and it took 24 

hours to get there by horse and wagon, a covered wagon similar to Ezra Meeker’s 

Pioneer wagon when he came West. 

In Łódź I had an uncle by the name of Meier Baumgart (Mother’s brother) where we 

stayed. He was sort of an advisor to the buyer, [for] which manufacture to patronize, 

for which he received a commission from the seller. Dad did not like him very well for 

certain reasons probably because he is a brother-in-law he should split the 

commission with him and a few other personal things. One of them as I recollect, at 

meal time he ate too fast while dad was a very slow eater, and whatever dad did not 

finish by the time Uncle was through he finished for him.  

By the way Uncle also was a ‘shadchan’ (match maker) or more explicitly he ran a 

matrimonial bureau. He received 5% of the dowry whenever he was successful in 
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bringing a couple together and resulted in to a wedding, the accepted thing in those 

days. 

Our stay in Łódź took the whole week. We left Izbitz on a Sunday morning arrived in 

Łódź Monday, left on Thursday and came home on Friday afternoon just in time to 

observe and get ready for the Sabbath. 

During my stay in Łódź I went along with Dad and Uncle on all his buying calls, 

observed everything I came in contact with, and it opened my eyes to a very great 

extent that there is another world besides Izbitz, the house of learning, blottes etc. [I] 

expressed my desire to remain, find a job and go to work. Uncle Meier was all for it, 

he sort of took a liking to me, and was sure, through his connections, to find a job 

soon suitable for me. Dad would not listen to it, we have to go home first and get 

Mothers consent. So when the time came to leave the merchandise was loaded in to 

the hold of the covered wagon and home we went, arriving the following afternoon. 

Needless to say Mother was very happy to have me home again but soon the 

argument started “I want to go to Łódź”, “I want to go to Łódź” that was going on for 

some time, and finally I won out. I wrote to Uncle Meier who was delighted of my 

coming and said I could stay in his house. 

The time has arrived when we told the owner of the covered wagon that I will be a 

passenger on his next trip and was given strict instructions how to care for me and 

that he will be responsible for my wellbeing. The owner of the covered wagon, the 

sole transportation facility direct from Izbitz to Łódź, was a tall fellow, red hair, 6’2”. 

Strong as ox his name was ‘Avroom Lemel Klupski’. The back of the wagon was 

loaded with young calves which he expected to sell in Łódź. The front part of was 

arranged for passengers by placing boards on boxes to sit on, so off we went, 

Mother having tears in her eyes. The whole town was excited specially my boy and 

girl friends of my age. That really was something. Hershya ‘Oorenchias’ Jakubowski 

is gone to Łódź ‘the talk of the town’.  

My seat was on the rear bench believing to be the best for me the owner driver 

thought. All of a sudden I felt a damp tickling on the back of my neck, upon 

investigation it was noted that the barricade dividing the passengers from the calves 

broke away and one of the calves was licking my neck. We stopped to repair the 
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damage and I was placed in the front row for better protection. Driving a few miles 

further the bench we were sitting on gave way and all of us were on the floor of the 

wagon but nobody was hurt, so we went on, the best way we could and at the next 

village better boxes and boards were obtained seats repaired and off again we went. 

This driver-owner Klupski usually starts out with 3 horses but seldom arrives with all 

intact, this time we reached Łódź with only 2, one of the horses died on the way of 

exhaustion. There has been at times he came home with only one horse. 

It was a known fact that in bad weather the rains soften up the roads and the wheels 

sink in the mud to such an extent that the horses were unable to extract the wagon. 

In such a case he usually would obtain help from the farmers of the surrounding 

country side hiring some of their horses to pull him out, and in order to make this job 

easier for the horses he would at times crawl under the axel of the wagon and with 

his back would somewhat lift it thus helping the horses to pull him out. Lucky there 

was no rain on my trip. 

Upon my arrival Uncle Meier took me to his house and the following day we went 

down town to a place called ‘Horodishtz Banking Office’, introduced me to the book 

keeper whose name was Sand, a middle aged gentleman carrying a Franz-Joseph 

beard. Evidently this was pre-arranged and I was installed to be the office boy 

‘flunkie’. This Mr Sand took a likening to me and told me of the prospects there were 

for me, if I behave. There probably were about 8 or 9 fellows working in the office 

and I was told just be around, and when something comes up you will be told what to 

do. 

I had my eyes and ears open to every sound, finally I was told “empty the waste 

basket” then I was asked “run down to the store get me a package of cigarettes” (or 

something)’, I diligently carried out everybody’s desire. Daily at 3 o’clock in the 

afternoon, tea was served from the boss’s apartment which was adjoining the office. 

So the big boss told me to help the maid with the serving and that to be one of my 

daily chores. I accepted it with pleasure, and by the way this was the first time he 

spoke to me. He was a nice looking fellow in the early forties I liked him right away 

and I believe he liked me too. 
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From then on everybody in the office had some job for me to do, and by the time the 

first month was over I felt the need of a desk or something, but there was nothing 

except an old broken down small table which I managed to repair on which to do my 

work on. All this was without pay and I was told not to expect any for 3 months and I 

should feel lucky that in some places I would have to pay for the privilege of being 

here. Anyway I was happy being away from Izbitz. 

The second month passed and the goose hung high, the last day of the month was 

pay day, and the boss called [us] into his office one by one to receive his pay, and in 

the same time gave a praise or a reprimand. And at the very end I too was called. I 

was scared stiff, surely I thought I will be told “we don’t want or need you any more”. 

Instead he handed to me a 5 ruble gold piece and saying this is for your satisfactory 

work and behaviour ‘bigger pay later’ and gave me some sort of a friendly lecture. 

In the meantime I caught onto the work and the first break I had [was] when one 

fellow quit and I got his job and his pay. And so it was going on for 6 years always a 

better and more responsible position with additional pay. I was allowed to go home 

twice a year for Passover and Sukkot holidays with pay. I did not go in Klupskis 

covered wagon anymore, instead I went by train, Czerniewitz (Czerniewitzki) being 

the nearest station and quite a number of miles to or from Izbitz, and it took a few 

hours to make the trip. Dad hired a special horse and buggy equipage to bring me 

home, also when it was time for me to go back. The cost was considered high but I 

figured I could afford. I recollect a very pleasant incident during my stay in Łódź. I 

invited both of my sisters Frania and Ester to come and visit me, my ambition was to 

show them what a big city of 400,000 looks like, how I fared in the office and to show 

them a good time. The only thing I remember what we did was, we went to a 

legitimate theatre (no movies in those days) and to a fancy restaurant (bakery-

candy-ice cream store), I tried to treat them to such delicacies not obtainable in 

Izbitz. 

The biggest thrill I had when the three of us went to a photographer and had our 

pictures taken together, a copy of which must be around somewhere in the house 

among old treasures which should be given to my grandchildren as an heirloom. 

After that it was time for them to depart for home by train at my expense, and Dad 
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sent that special equipage horse and buggy I used when I came home on my semi-

annual vacation Pesach and Sukkot. 

 

 

Photograph: Esther, Hersz and Frania Jakubowski (Łódź), photo courtesy of Suzane Bachman 

 

Shortly after that I felt the need of a little more education and again I could not take 

advantage of the existing day or night schools because there never was any room on 

account of only a small percentage of Jewish boys and girls was admitted, and that 

percentage was taken from the number of Christian students attending and they 

never filled up the classroom, hence no matter how many seats were available the 

Jewish kids could not occupy it. For an example if 100 Christian students were 

enrolled only 10 of Jewish kids were admitted, even [if] the class room could 

accommodate 500, such were the iron clad rules under the Russian regime. 

Therefore, I found myself a teacher who gave me private lessons in the evening at 

his home, which gave me the opportunity to catch up on things which I most needed. 

After a certain length of time the teacher and I were satisfied with the results 

obtained, and which helped me do better work in the office, and the goose hung high 

again. 

In the year of 1903 or 4 (which I don’t remember) the Russo-Japanese war broke out 

and I was eligible to be drafted into the army, but no Jewish boy ever had any desire 

or be patriotic enough to be a Russian soldier specially during a war. As a rule, by 

hook or crook (and there were plenty of Russian crooks) one could buy himself out 
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with hush money, but not during the war. In the mean time a Ukaz (Ukase) 

proclamation came from the Tzar [that] no Jewish soldier will be permitted to remain 

in Manchuria (where the fighting was going on) after the war was won. In the mean 

time they were losing it, instead they must go home where they came from. It may be 

of interest to note that Jewish people were not allowed to live in many , for an 

example cities like St Petersburg, Moscow or Kiev and numerous other places, and 

now they have added Manchuria. 

In the fall of 1904 I was obliged to resign my job and go home preparatory either to 

be a Russian soldier, wiggle myself out of it if at all possible or leave the country but 

where to was the question, Switzerland, England, or America? 

In departing from my boss after 6 years of satisfactory working relationship and won 

his confidence, I confide to him my predicament and he said to me after a long 

discussion “go to America”. 

In a few days I found myself in Izbitz but in a more excitable environment on account 

of the war. There were about 8 boys of my age in the same predicament, naturally 

we were always together talking matters over, and in one of these meetings we 

learned of the latest proclamation by the Tzar Nicholas II, that Jews will not be 

allowed to live in Manchuria after the war, hence it was unanimously decided we will 

not fight and die for a country in which we are not permitted to live in. 

In the meantime Mother and Dad were corresponding with the Shemanski’s, cousins 

of mine is San Francisco, Portland and Seattle also an uncle in Los Angeles who 

were there in business and fairly successful, of the advisability, me joining them, the 

answers were all unanimous, “come if you can get away”. We all will do all we can to 

help you get along. By the way Aunt Brown was Mother’s sister. The Shemanski 

counsins were distributed as follows. Isadore in San Francisco, Joe in Portland, and 

Alfred in Seattle. Some of the correspondence I still have.  

The time was nearing to leave the country, because I made up my mind not to fight 

for Russia, but how? Although the German border was only a few miles away from 

Izbitz through which I would have to pass, it was well known that all borders were 

well guarded and patrolled with regular Russian soldiers to watch out for fellows just 

like me, as the government knew that fellows of military age are running away. To 
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leave legitimately was out of the question because I could not get a foreign passport 

on account of my military age, to leave without one I soon be caught, arrested and 

what not, as in those days even within the country one could not travel without a 

domestic passport, which I had, but was no good where I wanted to go. So what was 

there to do? Only one thing to hang on a ‘smuggler’. My parents found one who 

promised to do the job for 25 rubles. I was very sceptical and kept on asking, how? 

How? A number of ways he said but I was not satisfied with his ways. Finally he 

called on us in a few days stating he will have a regular foreign passport for me 

under a fictitious name which he will obtain from an official (a friend of his) for an 

additional fee, and bring it to me in a few days and stressed I must remember my 

fictitious name when asked, and in that way I will pass the emigration line in a 

regular manner. And in the same time informed us that he will have another boy with 

the same predicament and intends to get both of us through the same time, be ready 

when I call for you in a few days. 

My suitcase was packed at once and waiting, sure enough he was here in a few 

days with his well-appointed horse and buggy and off we went in company with that 

other young fellow he spoke of. Where is my passport? And what will my name be? I 

insisted – don’t worry he said, “I will have it at the border”. The departure was sad, 

especially in Mothers way of thinking. But there was no turning back, my idea was to 

be out of the country ‘temporarily’ at least, because in a few weeks I would have to 

report and Dad was still in hopes he could buy me out of the military service for 300 

rubles (in peace time 100 rubles did the trick).  

If everything goes well my temporary destination was Berlin where mother had a 

cousin by the name of Landsberger, in the sewing machine business, with whom she 

was corresponding before my departure, and I carried a special letter addressed to 

him which I was to deliver upon my arrival. After a few hours driving we finally 

neared the border where the Russian officers had their headquarters, watching 

diligently all comers and goers. We stopped about a half mile before while the 

smuggler went ahead to see his designated official to obtain the two passports he 

was promised, after quite a long wait during which I became very nervous, he 

returned with the longest face one could have. “What is the matter?” I inquired 

anxiously, “my man is not there and I cannot get you through, we will have to go 

back”, was the answer. “Oh no” I said “I will not go back you took our 25 rubles and 
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you must do something, we will wait a little longer until your officer friend will arrive.” 

“No” he said “I was told he was transferred just yesterday to another post” so there 

we were, everybody silent thinking what the future has in store for us. 

All of a sudden the smuggler sprung up from his seat and said to the two of us, you 

want to take a chance to cross the border? “Yes” we said in unison. Let me drive you 

a little closer, the smuggler said to us, and when we reach a certain spot he pointed 

out to us, which was visible from where we were standing probably no more than 3 

or 4 short blocks, then he said “see that tree?. Now you boys get your suitcases and 

run through the field to that tree and wait for me until I pick you up in the buggy. And 

take you to the nearest German town” (which name I cannot recollect). Evidently that 

tree was already German territory. He the smuggler being of an age not subject to 

military service had a foreign passport and could go through the border at will any 

time. 

When you are once over the border the smuggler kept saying, the Russian patrol 

can’t do anything to you, because you will be in German territory but be careful there 

is a little creek at that spot which marks the border line. You will have to wade 

through or jump. So we ran like h…. wanting to get over before the patrol laying in 

ambush could spot us and shoot if we don’t stop when called ‘halt’. 

We reached that little creek, there was not much water in it so we thought we better 

jump, and I missed my calculations and fell wetting the bottom of my pants, not too 

bad, although disappointing. We resumed our ‘marathon’ and finally reached the 

previously marked tree. We set down to catch our breath and composure, and in a 

minute or so I reached to my back with my hand, “look at it” I said to my boyfriend 

who was travelling with me for the same season, “see… no blood we were not shot 

at”. 

“Weren’t we lucky? Thank god for that” he said, and I said “Amen”. Sure enough it 

did not take very long, the smuggler came by and took us to the nearest German 

village (Gnesen [Gneizno] is the name of the German village) railroad station and 

said to us, “that is all I can do for you, from now on you are on your own”. Mission 

accomplished I bought a ticket to Berlin which first took me to Posen the first larger 

city in Germany, where I had to change trains for Berlin. Getting off the train in 

Posen I was greeted by several highly uniformed officials, who asked me all sorts of 
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questions in a rapid order, where I came from, where I was going, before I had a 

chance to say something or answer the first question, one of the men answered for 

me and said “you are going to America show me your passport” and he did not say 

please. I showed the passport I had, which was good only for travelling inside of 

Russia. He soon recognized that it was not a legal one and insisted I am a runaway 

and that I intend going to America, and he will have to turn me over to certain 

authorities, I insisted that I am going to Berlin to visit a cousin by the name of 

Landsberger and showed him Mothers letter addressed to him, after which he 

decided to let me go, hence the letter was just as good as a legal foreign passport 

for the time being. At that time there was a so called gentleman’s agreement 

between Russia and Germany to watch out for runaways from the Russian army, 

and as I heard later that quite a few boys were turned back to Russian authorities. 

I reached Berlin in due time [and] called on the Landsberger’s who were glad to have 

me as their guest for a while. There was Mr [and] Mrs L, two boys and a daughter 

about my age, we got along very well together and in a few days I recuperated from 

the ordeal I had before reaching Berlin. 

Mr Landsberger was very kind and helpful to me and thought best for me to look for 

work which I was very willing and thought proper, also to take out what I believe was 

then sort of social security, details of which I do not remember. He took me to a 

certain office to obtain a booklet in which I supposed to place each week or month a 

stamp which I was to buy in that office. This was done primarily to prove to the 

authorities that I am not a burden to the country and was contributing my share with 

the rest of the workers. 

In order to find a job it was customary to follow the want ads in the newspapers. In 

order of not to pay out daily the cost of all the papers although it was only 2 pfennig 

each, even at that it was to much as everything was going out and nothing coming 

in. I therefore visited daily a certain free reading room in the neighbourhood to get 

my information and in order to obtain a clerical job the kind I was able to master it 

was customary to apply in writing and if selected you were called for an interview. 

Surprisingly I received quite a few calls to be interviewed, but after they heard my 

story and I did not tell all, they regretted to engage me on account as they figured I 

will be only temporary.  
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A month or so has passed and I received a notice from police officials to report. I did, 

and was asked to register, state the purpose of my visit and what are my future 

contemplation. I told them all I cared to stay except “going to America” instead I told 

them “I am going back home”. Finally I was asked for my passport which I handed to 

the fat Dutchman. And he was holding it upside down probably because it was 

printed in Russian and he knew only German. I politely turned it right side up for him. 

“oh… ja…ja…” he expressed himself in that German fashion and said to me “das ist 

nicht der richtige passport die Auslandische pasporten haben rote deckle dieser hat 

greene deckle” (this is not the right passport, the foreign passports have red decals, 

this has green decals) and made me understand that in order for me to remain in 

Berlin I must procure a passport with red covers, otherwise I will have to leave Berlin, 

giving me one month’s time. Naturally I felt very blue and did not know what to do, ‘A 

man without a country’. By that time I had a room in an inexpensive rooming house 

as I did not want to impose on the Landsberger’s anymore. I sat in my room thinking 

what to do, finding no solution I wrote a letter home to the folks stating I cannot 

remain in Berlin any longer without a foreign passport and that I will go to London 

where I had a couple [of] cousins of the Meier Baumgart offspring, Bernard 

Baumgart (a photographer) and his sister Mania (Mrs Shaw, originally 

Sochachewski), I previously corresponded with them and they were very happy to 

have me visit them. 

Mother in the meantime, after receiving my letter, planned to visit me before I leave 

Berlin because she figured this to be her last opportunity to see me, as eventually I 

will be leaving for the USA. Sure enough it did not take very long, Mother arrived, 

and during the few days visit she felt badly on account of the way I was living, a 

cheap rooming house and eating in cheapest places in order to make my money 

stretch and even at that my savings from Łódź was nearly gone. Mother was staying 

with [the] Landsbergers, but one day she insisted she wanted to go with me where I 

eat. At first I did not care to take her there, because I knew it will make her feel bad, 

but she made me do it, it happened to be some sort of a Jewish Benevolent Society 

where for 20 pfennig I could get so called a ‘full meal.’ 

We went there and one instance remains in my mind to this day namely the 

expression on her face when we obtained the soup ‘cafeteria style’ and sat down at 

the long bench – tables, tears fell from her cheeks which interpreted the thoughts 
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she had. That her only son should be fed such watery soup etc etc and there was 

not a word discussed at this time. In the next few days mother left for home, and I 

just knew how she felt and thought ‘the last she sees of me in her life time’ and she 

was right, as she passed away 2 or 3 years later I believe in 1907, and was buried 

on the day before Yom Kippur the day of atonement, believed to be a good omen in 

orthodox religion to be buried that day. I was already in Portland Oregon by that time 

of which I will write about later. 

A short time after that I left for London by way of Rotterdam, when I got tangled up 

with a strange language which was hard for me to make myself understood. Anyway 

I got to London ok, after a months stay I began to speculate of leaving for the United 

States. I contacted a ticket office and was advised to buy a ticket by way of 

Southampton. While in London I had a good time visiting my two cousins and could 

have stayed longer, but did not wish to impose. 

The day has arrived for me to leave, by the way I bought a second class ticket as I 

wanted to travel like [a] gentleman. As a rule boys in my position in those days 

travelled steerage, meaning the cheapest way, but not me. I was obliged to stand in 

line boarding the ship as every passenger was questioned, finally it was my turn, and 

the last thing the examiner did was to turn my eyelids over and immediately I was 

transferred to another line without telling me why. Within half an hour, to my 

astonishment and disappointment, the boat departed and I was told that another 

doctor is coming to examine me (and the rest of us) that were left behind. Sure 

enough he came examined [me] and plainly told me I cannot go to America, because 

I have trachoma in my eyes, and gave me the name and address of a clinic in 

London where I can go and get cured. For free. One can imagine my 

disappointment, and with tears in my eyes I found my way back to London and my 

cousins were just as disappointed and surprised as I was, they comforted me as the 

best way they could and said “we will see what can be done tomorrow”. The money 

for the ticket and other expenses was refunded to me at once, and it was well 

because I was almost out of money. The following day cousin Shaw took me to the 

clinic and the doctor knew at once what to do. He applied sort of a blue stone, as I 

would call it, on the inside of the upper and lower eye lids which burned like the 

dickens until late in the afternoon when the hurt subsided and was myself again. And 

that was going on close to two months and therefore they called me ‘the night owl’. 
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By that time the doctor told me, he considers me cured, and that I would pass 

examination if I still wish to go to America. That was encouraging words beyond 

every expectation. 

I immediately started out for the second time to purchase passage and was advised 

to go by way of Liverpool and Boston [on the] ‘Cunnard Line’. I went through with the 

same examination and almost thought I was stuck again as the examining doctor 

questioned me “what was wrong with my eyes?” But passed me through, and I was 

relieved beyond anything. 

In the meantime Dad was obliged to send me some extra cash as I had to figure out 

so, to land in the United States with a minimum of $25 as this was the law at that 

time. 

After a 10 day rough trip we landed in Boston and I was to go to New York by way of 

[the]‘Fall River Line’ an overnight trip by boat. I had a whole day to kill. By the way it 

might be of interest to mention that I had only one clean collar left which I saved for 

landing in order to be presentable as possible to the immigration authorities and New 

York of course. While in Boston I did a little running around with a young fellow with 

whom I got acquainted on the boat and who was in Boston before, but I could not 

keep up with him very well, he was so fast in his movements. He was not Jewish. 

The first thing I did in Boston after landing was to go to a barber shop to get a shave 

and a haircut, and it was the first time in my life I have ever been in a reclining chair 

which, to me, it was the first novelty in America. But when the barber applied the hot 

towel on my face I got scared and was glad when it was all over. Then for the first 

meal in a restaurant, I did not know what to order, my boyfriend from the ship said 

“order a steak”. I did, although I did not know what to expect, I did not like it then, 

and I still am not fond of it. The balance of the afternoon my boyfriend from the ship 

went sight-seeing all over Boston, towards evening it was time to go down to the ‘Fall 

River Line’ boat for New York. The following morning I finally landed in America’s 

Metropolis (New York City). I lost no time looking up another cousin (also a 

Baumgart and a son of Meier Baumgart in Łódź) he also knew I was coming, he was 

glad to see me, at least it so appeared. I stayed in a rooming house which my cousin 

recommended, and took most of my meals with him at a restaurant or at his house. 
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It was news to me of the arrival of a whole family (also cousins) by the name of 

‘Kovalski’ on my father’s side with whom, even in Europe, we were not very fond of, 

never the less I went along to see them. They had a marriageable daughter which 

they wanted to hang onto me and naturally I could not see, and besides silly even to 

think of it. In the mean time I received by wire a prepaid ticket from Alfred 

[Shemanski] to come to Seattle. I left in due time and arrived in Seattle after a few 

days travel, contrary to my expectation, nobody was at the depot looking for me. I 

was bewildered and disappointed. It was late in the evening and not knowing where 

to find Alfred’s residence I decided to go to a hotel for the night, and locate Alfred in 

the morning. Now I had a job on my hand, not to go to one that might be too 

expensive. 

It was customary in those days for the hotels to send their horse drawn coaches to 

the depot to pick up customers and they were calling out the name of their hotels 

making plenty of noise.  

One by one the coaches departed with their customers until only about three or four 

coaches were left, so I had to make up my mind which one to take before they were 

all gone. I finally chose the one that looked the poorest because I figured it would be 

the cheapest. I took the plunge and got on the coach and right behind me a woman 

of enormous size (about 250 pounds) followed me in with four or five children 

tagging behind her, I paid no attention. We arrived at the hotel, the name of it or 

where it was located I do not recollect, but I believe it was somewhere in the Yesler 

Way District. I was asked to register (which I did) and was shown in to an enormous 

room with three double beds, the fat woman and kids following me in, and the hotel 

clerk asked me “will it be large enough for you?” I looked at him with astonishment 

and said in as good an English as I could muster then. “I am only by myself, that 

woman and kids do not belong to me.” Was his face red, and gave me another room 

and the incident was closed. The following morning I set out to locate Alfred 

Shemanski’s store which was located then at 5th and Pike and was called Eastern 

Outfitting Co. The first one to greet me at the store was Sam Sherman, a brother to 

Tilly (Alfred’s wife) it did not take very long they came to the store to see me. 

Including Aunt Jenny, Alfred’s mother (and by the way a sister to my mother) who 

was visiting from Europe, and who above anybody else I expected her to see me at 

the depot the night before. The excuse was there was a wreck at the depot and the 
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train stopped a few blocks before and therefore could not find me. Again everything 

was forgiven and happy again. 

I visited with them a week and was sent down to Portland, to another cousin Joseph 

‘Joe’ Shemaski [and his] wife Sadie. I was enthusiastically received and after a 

pleasant 10 day visit Joe asked me if I wish to go on to San Francisco, or remain in 

Portland? Although I was told that San Francisco is a larger city and a larger store 

where cousin Isadore (a brother to both Joe and Alfred) was located and with whom 

my mother originally corresponded about me coming out. I figured I travelled enough 

and that Portland and the store was large enough for me, and wish[ed] to remain 

there. I made my home with them (Joe and Sadie) and also made progress in the 

store. Needless to say I worked hard, but that was all I knew ‘hard work’ and I 

progressed from sweeping and dusting, wrapping and displaying, and selling. 

Speaking of selling there was an incident I recollect when I still was a greenhorn. Joe 

put me in charge one day on a special sale of foot stools which were covered with 

carpet remnants and a lady customer asked me “will they fade?” and I said (not 

knowing what fade meant) “Oh, yes. Oh, yes” never the less she bought two of them. 

Joe having observed that from the distance, came to me and asked me if I knew 

what fade meant? After he explained [it] to me, was my face red.  

Later on I received further promotions by being in charge of the jewellery department 

which I liked very much. Finally as ‘observer’ and floor man. That was when I was 

told by Joe on one occasion, when I am in front of the store I must know what was 

going on in the rear or elsewhere in the store. It all summed up, for me to be always 

on the alert. 

In 1911 it was contemplated to open a store in Tacoma, Washington and I was 

appointed to be its manager. I was given a month’s vacation with an object to go 

south as far as Los Angeles and visit all the branch stores the firm had and observe 

the running part and it’s workings in order to give me a helping start in the new 

Tacoma store. 

In term of store observation I left Portland for the south in June 1911 but I also had in 

mind of having a good time. Hence I had to have a few female addresses and phone 

numbers to call on. Alma Shemanski (a sister in law to Joe) was kind enough to 

furnish me two addresses of young ladies which I met in her house on a previous 
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occasion on their trip to Portland. “Call them on the phone” she said, “I am sure they 

will be glad to go out with you.” The names of those two young ladies were Edna 

Frank and Celia Pechner. I also had an address of another female, a daughter of a 

salesman who was selling goods to the store and was very anxious to have me meet 

his daughter while in San Francisco. So I thought three will be enough, and off I went 

with three perfectly good phone numbers. 

Arriving in San Francisco my first call was on Isadore Shemanski at the Eastern 

Outfitting Co. (then located at 1017 Market Street) who was then president of the 

concern and who already knew of my appointment to the new Tacoma store. He 

received me graciously and ordered a room for me in one of his hotels which he 

owned, for which I paid for, although I thought it will be paid by the firm. 

I lost no time in calling up my would be girlfriends, and during the course of my stay 

in San Francisco which was about 10 days I took Edna Frank out more times than 

the other two girls, the salesman’s daughter after the first time I called no more. 

The time had arrived for me to depart for Los Angeles, where I had a cousin by 

marriage Adolph Sieroty, a real cousin Isadore Brown (his parents my Uncle and 

Aunt Ralph and Ester). Aunt Ester was my mother’s sister all connected with the 

Eastern in Los Angeles. I was shown a good time, and visited all the branch stores 

which really was my main mission, but did not forget to drop a line or two to my 

girlfriend Edna in San Francisco telling her when I will be back and to save another 

date for me. Sure enough upon my return to San Francisco we met again, went to 

the best shows and restaurants and had a glorious time. And so my dear 

grandchildren it gives me great pleasure to tell you that your Nana now was Edna 

Frank, whom I liked best of all the other girls I took out. 

The time had arrived when I was obliged to return to Portland, and Nana and I kept 

up a regular hot correspondence and it did not take too long when this very Edna 

Frank, that you now call Nana, moved to Portland, residing with her aunt Barmen 

whose house was only two blocks away from where I lived then with Joe and Sadie 

Shemanski. Upon her arrival I sent her a large bouquet of flowers which seemed to 

make a hit with her relatives. We saw each other very frequently and one evening 

while out walking I asked her how she would like to be called Mrs Herman Jacobs, 

and she said “she would” and I was well prepared. I had a fairly nice engagement 
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ring in my pocket which I handed over and we sealed it with a kiss, which happened 

to be under a tree on one of the streets in that neighbourhood, and with that news 

both of us went home to our relatives and temporarily adopted homes. The following 

day excitement prevailed among all our friends as both families were well known in 

the Jewish community. 

The engagement was announced and wedding set for November the 30th right on 

Thanksgiving Day 1911. This must have been August or September, and I started to 

become busy with the building of the Tacoma store which was scheduled to be 

opened early November. 

In the meantime my folks, consisting of my Dad, sister Frania and her husband 

Isadore Rosenbaum, sister Esther (now Mrs Max Lipman of Seattle) were on the 

way from Europe. I was obliged to go to Tacoma, rented temporarily a good sized 

furnished home to accommodate the folks who were due to arrive in time for the 

wedding. 

The wedding took place at Aunt Barmen’s house we had quite a gathering when all 

the relatives came, which was pleasant and was enjoyed by all. We soon got settled 

in Tacoma into a better house and little by little got our own furniture. 

We had our ups and downs in Tacoma like most folks and twice we were almost 

ready to leave for other parts of the country, the reason was because things in the 

store did not materialize as planned. But not until 1938 when both our daughters had 

more gumption and resided in San Francisco each in their respective occupations, 

Frances as a stenographer and secretary, Phyllis as a nurse at Mt Zion Hospital, in 

July of 1938 I resigned and came to San Francisco. After looking over the field of 

prospective store positions I was told I am too old for them to hire me although my 

qualifications and experience are most satisfactory, I was then 55 years old. So I 

said to myself, I am not too old to work for myself, after looking over and considering 

different locations in San Francisco and the Peninsula, Mother (meaning your Nana) 

and I decided on Broadway Burlingame and established The Broadway Toggery. 

At this writing it is October 1953, sorry to say my second illness. The final and 

finishing touches of this writing is being done in March of 1954, still recuperating. 

There is no need for me to write anymore as the rest is an open book to you. Let me 
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repeat this paper or biography or whatever you wish to all, it is dedicated to my 

dearest grandchildren, Suzane and Arthur Ginsberg (the offspring of my daughter 

Phyllis and her husband Herbert Ginsberg) and Barabara Eilane Berson (the only 

child so far of my daughter Frances and her husband Phillip Berson). God bless you 

all, and [I] hope that all of you will continue Striving [for] a healthy and prosperous, as 

well as useful, life. Amen. 

Herman Jacobs (signed) 

 

 


