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Prologue 

For th e pas t twent y year s an d more , forme r member s o f the Browns -
ville Boy s Clu b (1940-55 ) hav e bee n holdin g reunion s i n th e Catskil l 
Mountains o f Ne w Yor k ever y fall . Eac h time , severa l hundre d me n 
and thei r wive s com e togethe r t o socializ e an d t o tal k abou t th e u old 
neighborhood," a  depression-impoverishe d Jewis h sectio n o f eas t 
Brooklyn, si x mile s fro m lowe r Manhattan . Relativel y successfu l b y 
many of the measures w e use in American society , thes e men continu e 
to fee l a  dee p nee d t o share , an d shar e again , th e memorie s o f thei r 
childhood an d teenag e years , an d t o tel l an d retel l th e storie s o f 1940 s 
Brownsville: two-hand touc h with rolled up newspapers, stickbal l wit h 
Mrs. Rosen' s broomhandle , pick-u p basketbal l game s i n Nann y Goa t 
Park, scrap-meta l collection s t o hel p th e "boys " i n Worl d Wa r I I 
Europe, penn y candy , Rabb i Miller' s stic k for discipline , kick-the-can , 
stoopball, th e phone call s a t Leibowitz' s dru g store , the card game s on 
milk boxes , and th e endless talk about politic s and sport s and girls . 

Second-generation Jew s wh o gre w u p i n working-clas s immigran t 
families nea r th e en d o f th e depression , an d "go t out, " thes e me n 
attribute muc h o f thei r success  t o Brownsvill e an d t o eac h other . Fo r 
together a s youn g boy s the y develope d a  sens e o f identit y an d a 
powerful interdependenc e i n thei r games , i n th e parks , an d o n thei r 
street corners , an d the y participate d i n building , o n thei r own , a n 
extraordinary mutual-ai d societ y an d authenti c communit y i n micro -
cosm calle d th e Brownsvill e Boy s Club . Amaze d stil l a t wha t the y 
accomplished man y coun t th e experienc e a s "the singl e most memora -
ble and importan t 'event ' "  of their lives . 

1 



2 PROLOGUE 

Four hundre d o f thes e "boys, " now men , mostl y betwee n th e age s 
of fifty-five  an d sixty-five , stil l belon g t o a n activ e Brownsvill e Boy s 
Club Alumni Association . A t reunions , breakfasts , an d frequen t socia l 
gatherings, i n larg e group s an d small , th e alumn i tal k amon g them -
selves abou t th e club , lon g an d often. 1 The y ar e approachin g th e 
fiftieth anniversar y o f the BBC in 1990 , as well as retirement, disperse -
ment, an d thought s abou t thei r ow n mortality . The y wan t other s t o 
hear thei r stor y now . The y hav e persuade d me , a  younge r forme r 
Brownsville boy , t o tell it . I t i s an intriguing and instructiv e tale . 

Organized i n Marc h o f 1940 , th e Brownsvill e Boy s Clu b gre w ou t 
of an informa l associatio n o f teenage boy s wh o ha d bee n close d ou t o f 
an afternoo n recreatio n cente r a t Publi c Schoo l 184 . On e o f th e fe w 
recreational facilitie s directl y accessibl e t o boy s i n th e hear t o f th e 
heavily populated , densel y Jewish, Brookly n neighborhood o f Browns-
ville, P.S . 18 4 had tw o smal l gymnasium s an d a n eve n smalle r play -
ground. Street-corne r club s an d team s o f teenager s ofte n use d thes e 
limited facilitie s i n athleti c competition—whe n the y wer e no t beatin g 
up on eac h othe r wit h fists  and stick s an d a n occasional curtai n ro d o r 
baseball ba t i n defens e o f "turf. " Bu t th e Ne w Yor k Cit y Boar d o f 
Education i n orde r t o increas e pla y spac e fo r younge r childre n ha d 
denied th e us e o f th e after-schoo l cente r t o boy s ove r fourteen . A 
group o f th e youngsters , unde r th e remarkabl y spirite d leadershi p o f 
sixteen-year-old Jaco b ("Doc" ) Baroff , circulate d a  petitio n fo r th e 
reopening o f th e center . I n a  matte r o f day s the y ha d collecte d ove r 
eight hundre d names—mainl y fro m boy s wh o wer e member s o f street -
corner clubs and teams . 

The Boar d o f Education virtuall y ignore d the petition. Baroff , Georg e 
Schmaren, Izz y Lesovoy , Dav e Gold , an d severa l other s vowe d t o 
continue t o ac t collectivel y t o secur e recreatio n space . The y forme d a 
temporary council , an d al l the boys ' clubs , withi n a n are a o f approxi -
mately on e hundre d squar e blocks , wer e invite d t o joi n b y sendin g 
representatives. A s man y a s fifty  groups , includin g club s lik e th e 
Chrislotts, th e Stonedale s an d th e Newpor t Indians , name s derive d 
from th e boys ' street s an d stree t corners , responded , an d th e informa l 
association grew , ove r a  period o f weeks , fro m abou t on e hundre d t o 
seven hundre d members . Wit h thes e impressiv e number s behin d them , 
the leaders , now a  slightly large r group, includin g Joe ("Yussie") Feld -
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man, Norma n ("Webster" ) Goroff , an d Jac k ("YD" ) Deutc h (Y  fo r 
Yankel), negotiate d wit h school s an d othe r agencies  fo r space . The y 
were successfu l i n securin g a  regula r meetin g plac e i n a  story-hou r 
room o f th e Brownsvill e Children' s Branc h Library , an d ultimatel y 
they succeede d i n reopenin g P.S . 18 4 fo r thei r basketbal l "tourna -
ments." 

At this point , give n the fulfillment o f its stated objective , th e loosely 
organized confederatio n o f club s ough t t o hav e disbanded . Bu t th e 
process o f successfu l collectiv e actio n engendere d enoug h neighbor -
hood spiri t t o form th e basi s of a  more permanen t organization . Man y 
of the boys had see n that, i n making the larger group effort, a  relatively 
long perio d o f peac e ha d ensue d betwee n clubs . The y cam e t o see , 
too, tha t th e yout h o f Brownsvill e wa s underprivilege d i n term s o f 
recreational opportunities , an d the y committe d themselve s t o main -
taining th e confederatio n an d usin g it s strengt h fo r thei r ow n benefit . 
They successfull y negotiate d wit h othe r institution s fo r spac e for ath -
letic events , equipment , an d eventuall y fo r ticket s t o ballgame s an d 
shows, and vacation s i n camps. The Brownsvill e Boy s Club continue d 
to grow, attractin g organizations of boys and "independents, " and even 
taking unde r it s auspice s severa l stree t gang s (i.e. , club s somewha t 
more aggressiv e i n defendin g o r extendin g turf , an d mor e ofte n in -
volved i n violenc e an d vandalism) , thereb y furthe r reducin g som e o f 
the destructive interaction i n the neighborhood . 

One o f th e man y remarkabl e thing s abou t thes e Jewish teenagers, 2 

who responded vigorousl y an d imaginativel y t o the crisis of inadequat e 
recreational facilitie s i n Brownsville , i s that fo r si x or seve n years , an d 
at thei r ow n insistence , th e boy s di d i t al l withou t adul t supervision : 
without parents , withou t teachers , an d withou t professionals . Self -
government wa s a n importan t ke y t o th e club' s appeal . Reformer s i n 
cities al l ove r th e Unite d State s sinc e th e lat e 1880 s ha d attempte d t o 
provide play spac e for stree t kids . They ofte n ha d difficulty raisin g the 
necessary funds . Eve n whe n the y wer e successfu l i n buildin g play -
grounds an d clubhouses , however , the y ha d th e additiona l proble m o f 
"controlling" their wards in those spaces. Teenagers often rejecte d pre -
established adul t rules . The y di d s o in 189 0 and i n 1945 ; t n ev di d s o 
in Chicago , Illinois , an d i n Worcester , Massachusetts . The y di d s o 
also i n Brownsville ; an d i t i s usefu l t o loo k closel y a t th e Brownsvill e 
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case to se e what empowermen t an d responsibilit y mean t t o boys i n a t 
least one troubled neighborhood . 

After th e Second Worl d War , th e club, stil l operating with no home 
space othe r tha n th e smal l roo m i n th e children' s library , an d stil l 
servicing hundred s o f boys , wit h hundred s mor e clamoring t o partici -
pate, attracted th e attention of various social agencies and civic leaders. 
The boy s activ e in the leadership o f the club, betwee n 194 6 and 1953 , 
faced wit h th e nee d fo r large r facilitie s an d mor e services , accepted , 
with mixe d feeling s an d mixe d consequence s th e hel p o f professiona l 
social workers and adul t fund-raisers. Ab e Stark, a  leading Brownsvill e 
clothing merchant , philanthropist , communit y activist , an d Demo -
cratic politicia n gav e th e clu b muc h o f hi s tim e an d effor t an d h e 
inspired a  number o f generous donors , includin g the Charle s Ha y den 
Foundation, t o hel p procur e firs t a  storefront , an d the n a  permanen t 
home fo r th e Brownsvill e Boy s Club . B y Octobe r 1953 , $1,250,00 0 
had bee n spen t t o buil d an d ope n a n impressiv e clubhous e o n Linde n 
Boulevard. 

Less than a  year later , t o the disappointment o f many, th e buildin g 
had bee n turne d ove r t o Ne w Yor k City , mos t o f it s activitie s t o b e 
run by the Department o f Parks. This par t of the story and the genera l 
history o f th e buildin g will  b e tol d i n th e late r chapter s o f th e book . 
Taken togethe r thos e chapter s ca n serv e a s a  case stud y o f wha t ma y 
happen when an authentic mutual-aid societ y i s affected b y the narro w 
concerns o f traditiona l electora l politics , o r whe n i t become s par t o f a 
large, comple x bureaucrati c structure . Bu t th e building , particularl y 
after i t wa s turne d ove r t o th e City , wa s no t th e Brownsvill e Boy s 
Club. Th e boys—"Yussie " and "Weasel" , "Yankel" and "Doc" , "Sheiky " 
and "Hooker" , "Whitey " an d "Red" , "Chink " an d "Izzy"—an d thei r 
culture of Jewish Brownsville , wer e the Brownsville Boys Club. 

The clu b emerge d i n th e contex t o f economi c depression , urba n 
blight, socia l servic e deficiencie s an d wha t a t leas t looke d lik e a  rising 
tide o f juvenil e delinquency. 3 M y goa l i n thi s socia l histor y i s t o 
understand th e communa l an d individua l vitalit y tha t allowe d th e 
achievement o f the club , an d t o explain th e relative absenc e o f seriou s 
criminality an d socia l pathology amon g the boys who were par t o f th e 
process of club formation an d development . 

An analysi s of class and economi c experience i s necessary an d criti -



PROLOGUE 5 

cal here , bu t ther e i s n o escapin g cultura l factor s i n th e explanation . 
Ethnic culture, once a "neglected dimensio n o f American history, " has 
become ove r th e las t tw o decade s a  very usefu l categor y o f historica l 
analysis. Scholarshi p prio r t o the 1950s , particularly th e work o f Rob-
ert Park , Loui s Wirth , an d a  number o f other sociologists , confidentl y 
assumed tha t mobilit y an d assimilatio n wer e inevitabl e for ethni c group s 
in th e Unite d States . Withi n a  generatio n o r tw o th e culture s o f th e 
immigrants an d thei r childre n wer e expecte d t o yiel d t o a  "homoge -
nized huma n brew." 4 Ou r ow n experienc e sinc e th e 1950s , an d th e 
watershed wor k o f sociologis t Milto n Gordon , an d socia l historian s 
like Rudolph J. Vecol i and Debora h Das h Moore have made us recog-
nize an d reexamin e th e continuin g vitalit y o f ethnicit y i n moder n 
American society. 5 

By the 1970 s many historian s were arguing that we must "stud y th e 
distinctive characte r o f eac h ethni c group " an d neithe r overemphasiz e 
the powe r o f the ne w environment s no r underestimat e th e "toughnes s 
of cultura l heritage." 6 Mos t recentl y Joh n Bodna r produce d wha t i s 
probably th e bes t synthesi s availabl e o n th e America n urba n experi -
ence o f immigrant s an d thei r descendants . H e ha s persuasivel y dem -
onstrated tha t th e "content " o f "immigran t mentalities, " was a s muc h 
cultural a s i t wa s class-based . Th e newcomer s acte d a s workers , i.e. , 
as members of a class, but they and thei r children in the new America n 
context "als o remaine d tie d t o selecte d ethni c symbols , .  .  .  institu -
tions," and values . These cultura l attachment s tende d t o dilute strictl y 
class concerns.7 

Jews wer e ver y muc h par t o f thi s proces s o f interactio n betwee n 
class an d culture , an d betwee n th e whol e sel f an d th e America n envi -
ronment. Th e religiou s culture  of th e Jewis h immigrant s a s muc h a s 
their "nonpeasant " class  experience help s accoun t fo r th e relativel y 
rapid socia l mobilit y o f their childre n i n this country , an d fo r muc h o f 
the story o f the BBC. Disproportionat e number s of Jewish immigrant s 
did brin g wit h the m a  mor e comple x economi c histor y an d mor e 
commercial an d industria l experience than tha t brough t b y many othe r 
groups. Bu t the y als o brought wit h the m a  deeply embedde d religiou s 
culture, a  long-standing commitmen t t o community , an d a  centuries -
old tradition o f mutual-aid . 

The persistenc e o f thi s cultur e i n Americ a woul d b e neithe r tota l 



6 PROLOGUE 

nor linear . Interaction s wit h changin g condition s an d economi c reali -
ties i n th e ol d countries , bu t particularl y i n th e ne w one , produce d 
distinct adjustment s whic h redefined , bu t di d no t dissolv e th e ethni c 
and religiou s dimension s o f Jewish culture . Th e adjustments , fo r many , 
included reformulate d ethica l injunctions , remodele d self-hel p institu -
tions and a  progressive politics—in short , a n American Jewish identity . 
It was out of this new context , tie d t o capitalism an d urbanization , bu t 
simultaneously tie d t o Jewis h tradition , househol d an d community , 
that th e childre n o f Jewis h immigrant s buil t th e Brownsvill e Boy s 
Club. 

Class experience mattere d much . Bu t s o did ethni c culture count i n 
shaping attitude s an d behavior . I t i s difficul t t o determin e precisel y 
the relative influence o f class and ethnicit y o n values and achievement ; 
it i s also difficult , often , t o separate  class cultur e fro m ethni c culture. 8 

In any case, in the 1930 s and 1940s , non-Jewish whit e ethnic neighbor -
hoods, relatively simila r in socioeconomic status to Brownsville, do not 
appear t o hav e produce d institution s lik e th e BBC . No r di d blac k 
Brownsville i n the 1960 s and 1970s . 

The "boys " of the BB C liv e now i n twelv e state s fro m Vermon t t o 
California, an d fro m Michiga n t o Texas . Bu t th e vas t majorit y resid e 
in th e greate r Ne w Yor k area , an d man y ar e stil l i n Brookly n (3 0 
percent), thoug h non e in Brownsville—a t leas t not physically . Ninet y 
of these men , representin g th e general geographica l distributio n o f th e 
alumni, hav e graciously allowe d m e to interview them , an d I  have had 
questionnaires answere d an d returne d b y more than 16 0 others. Whil e 
looking a t thei r live s i n the contex t o f questions abou t ethni c identity , 
urban change , an d physica l an d socia l mobility , I  wil l a t point s 
throughout th e book allow th e men themselves t o speak. Thei r memo -
ries ar e shar p an d thei r feeling s ru n deep . Thei r perception s an d 
insights taugh t m e much , includin g th e fac t tha t Thoma s Wolf e wa s 
wrong o n a t leas t tw o counts : i t i s no t tru e tha t "onl y th e dea d kno w 
Brooklyn"; and i n some important way s you can  "go home again. " 





Brooklyn neighborhoods.  Brownsville, in  the  left  center  portion of  the  map,  is 
approximately six  miles  from lower  Manhattan.  (Adapted  by  author  from 
Harold X.  Connolly,  A  Ghet t o G r o w s i n Brookly n [New York:  New  York 
University Press,  1977.]) 



CHAPTER I 

Brooklyn's ii(7Lower East Side"  : 
Brownsville Before  the  Boys &ub 

"Where ya from? " 
"Brooklyn." 
"Uhhuh. Wha t section? " 
"What section? " 
"Yea. 'At' s what I  said. . . . S o what sectio n o f Brooklyn d'y a com e from? " 
"Ahh, whaddy a boddrin g me for? I t ain' t exactly a  section. . . . " 
"What section? " 
"Well it' s kinda nea r Eas t New York. " 
"Ahh, sto p stallin' , willya , wha t street? " 

And a s yo u le t th e answe r trickl e slowl y forth , yo u woul d involuntaril y 
brace yourself — 

"Ahah! Dat' s i n Brownsville , ha h hah , Brahnsvil . Noo ? how z Peetke n 
Avenue?"l 

WILLIAM POSTER , 
" 'TWA S A  DARK NIGH T I N BROWNSVILLE " 

By th e tim e th e Boy s Clu b wa s bor n nea r th e en d o f th e depressio n i n 
March 1940 , man y Jewish resident s o f Brownsville , a  crowded, impov -
erished neighborhoo d i n eas t Brooklyn , wer e preparin g t o leav e o r 
were, a t least , dreamin g o f leavin g fo r "greene r pastures. " Bu t onl y 
sixty year s earlier , i n th e 1880s , Brown' s Villag e wa s itsel f surrounde d 
by farms . I n 188 5 a  moderatel y successfu l tailo r fro m Ne w York , 
Jacob Cohen , thinkin g th e fres h countr y ai r o f Brown' s Villag e woul d 
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Brownsville streets, with  Health Areas marked. (Courtesy  of Brownsville Boys 
Club Alumni Association,  adapted  by author.) 



Shopping was  done  all along  Belmont  Avenue  in  small  stores  and in  the  open 
market. Here,  where  the  avenue  met  Osborne  Street,  one  could  buy  fresh 
produce, kosher  meat and  chicken,  shoes,  candy, nuts,  cake,  a  shirt,  and  per-
haps a bottle  of  rye  whiskey  or  schnapps. (Brooklyn  Public  Library,  Brooklyn 
Collection.) 

be goo d fo r hi s ailin g wife , bough t a  hous e there . N o t lon g afterward , 
other Jew s fro m N e w York ' s congeste d Lowe r Eas t Sid e followed . 
Speculators fro m Manhatta n soo n bough t lan d fro m th e Brookly n 
farmers, subdivide d i t an d bega n promotin g th e glorie s o f th e ne w 
suburb. Som e o f th e lan d wa s purchase d b y N e w Y o r k clothin g 
manufacturers, wholesal e garmen t merchants , an d contractors , who , 
in th e hop e o f producin g good s a t lowe r cost , establishe d "outside " 
shops i n Brownsville . T h e possibilit y of jobs a s wel l a s th e promis e o f 
less crowde d conditions , furthe r stimulate d migratio n an d b y th e en d 
of th e nineteent h century , a  sizeabl e town , pronounce d Brahnzvil  o r 
Brunzvil b y it s Yiddis h speakin g inhabitants , ha d take n shape. 2 


