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according to the political ideology of
its parent organization. Four
movements are represented within
the SYSNA collection’s holdings, all
of them on the political Left: the
Labor Zionist Farband, the social
democratic Arbeter-ring (Workmen’s
Circle), the pro-Soviet International
Workers’ Order (Ordn), and the
unaffiliated Sholem Aleichem Folk
Institute.
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From the outset, circa 1910, the
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not institutions, the schools’
office files are largely absent
from the SYSNA collection. On
the other hand, it does include
hundreds of student
compositions, mimeographed
curricula and newsletters, music
compilations, souvenir journals,
yearbooks, children’s books and
magazines, photographs, and
ephemera. Taken as a whole,
this archive represents one of a
very few bodies of extant
material documenting a
neglected chapter in the
American Jewish experience, one
that underscores both the
attractions and limitations of
secular Jewish culture in North
America.
To encourage use of the archive,
the Friends sponsor a research
fellowship for faculty, graduate
students, and college seniors. Esther
Reiter, a professor of social sciences
and women’s studies at York
University (Toronto) and an alumna
of an Ordn school in New York City,
was the recipient of the first
fellowship in 2002.
The Stanford University Libraries’
Department of Special Collections
has placed a detailed inventory of the
SYSNA collection (M0732) on the
Web.2 In addition to the indexing
terms that the library’s staff assigns to
the collection as a whole, individual
folders are searchable according to
specific topics that were devised by
the collection’s organizers. (Examples
of these local subject headings
include: Creative arts; Obituaries; and
Rituals and lifecycle events.)
The tenth anniversary of the Friends’
collecting effort was marked by an
exhibition at Stanford in January and
February 2005. At the exhibition’s
public opening (January 23, 2005),
Ms. Fishman spoke about the origins
and growth of this “living archive.”
In her keynote address, Dr. Sheva
Zucker, a graduate of the I. L. Peretz
School in Winnipeg and an author of
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example of the ways in which
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a rich resource for the scholar.
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Yiddish textbooks for students and
adults, offered her personal
reflections on the achievements and
failings of the Yiddish school
movement.
The items that were selected for the
exhibition provide an overview of the
secular Yiddish schools’ development,
activities, contributions, and
ideological divisions.3 These artifacts
vividly reflect the degree to which
educators viewed themselves and
their protégés as participants on the
world-historical stage.
For example, the cover illustration of
a notebook used in Philadelphia’s
Workmen’s Circle School No. 2, circa
1932, depicts a schoolboy carrying
home a loaf of bread. This graphic is
accompanied by the slogan, “Ikh koyf
broyt nor mitn yunyon leybel” [I only
buy bread with the union label]. Or,
take the May 1939 issue of
Yungvarg, published by the procommunist IWO: The cover image,
by William Gropper, portrays three
children—one white, one black, and
one Asian (one girl and two boys)—
carrying a banner that proclaims:
“Der ershter may—undzer yontev”
[May First—Our Holiday].
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