The Leo V. Berger Immigrant’'s Trunk:
Ida Rehr Living History Performance
Pre-Visit Materials

Introduction:

As a partof your participationin the JewishMuseumof Maryland’s Immigrant’s Trunk
program,anactor playing therole of Ida Rehr,a Jewishimmigrantfrom Ukraine, will
deliver adramaticperformancefor your students. During this performance studentswill
havethe opportunityto interactwith “Mrs. Rehr” andto learnabouther life asa Jewish
immigrant.

Performance SetUp:

Your classroomwill be transportedbackin time to 1941 for this performance.lda Rehr
hasbeeninvited to speakto your studentsn honorof CitizenshipWeek. Her daughter
Dorothy is one of the studentdn the class. The actor portrayingtherole of Ida Rehrwill
bring atrunk with herfilled with objects,immigration documentsandphotographghat
will helphertell the story of herlife. If possible,shewill needto haveaccesdo the
classroom30-minutesin advanceof the performanceto setup thetrunk. Pleasehave
four emptyfolding chairsat the front of the classroomavailablefor heruseduring the
performance.

Pleasenotethat this performanceds intendedto take placein a classroomnot a school
auditorium. If you havescheduledt to take placein a differentspace pleasecall Lauren
Silbermanat the Museum(410-732-6400ext. 29), sothat shecanmakethe actoraware
of the changeof venue.

It is importantthat studentsare preparedn advanceof his visit andthatthey understand
thattheyaregoing bad in time to theyear1941. In the courseof the performance)da
talks aboutwhatis going onin theworld in 1941, specifically aboutthe persecutionof
the Jewsliving in countriesoccupiedby Germany. You might wantto prepareyour
studentsaboutWorld War Il in advanceof the program. By 1941, much of Europeis
underGermancontrol (including Poland,the Netherlandsfrance,Belgium, Norway, and
Denmark). Upon the bombingof its navalfleetin PearlHarborin Decemberl941,the
US, underthe leadeship of PresidentFranklin Rooseveltdecidesto enterthe war.

Pleaseremind studentghat the programis intendedto beinteractive. Ask themto
brainstormpossiblequestionsthatthey would like to aska Jewishimmigrantto America
in the early 20" century. Theywill havethe opportunityto asksomeof their questionsat
the end of the performance.

Attachedyouwill find additional backgroundnformation that might be usefulin
preparingyour studentsn advanceof this program. Materialsinclude a brief history of
EasternEuropein the late 19" and early 20" centuries a bibliographyfor preparing
additionallessonplans,anda biographyof Ida Rehr. Pleasedo not sharelda’s biography
with the studentsbeforethe program.



Biography of Ida Rehr

Ida Rehrwasborn ChayeBezoomnaon August12, 1896in Besnoveza small Jewish
town, with a populationof 225 people,in the Ukraine. Her family wasHasidic,andlda’s
father, Shulem,wasthe Rabbiof thetown. Ida hadoneolder sister,Minnie, andfour
othersiblings: Mayer, Zlottamy (Zlotti), Herschel,andDevorah. Ida’s uncle, Louis, had
immigratedto Baltimore in the early 1900’sto avoid conscriptioninto the Russianarmy.
It wasat this point thatIda’s uncle changedhis last nameto Rosen. Ida’s sisterMinnie
soonfollowed, andon Septembeib, 1913, 1da arrived at LocustPointin Baltimore
aboarda ship called the Frankfurt. Idawasseventeeryearsold. The ship manifest
indicatesthat Minnie paidfor Ida’s passagéo the United States Ida arrived with five
dollarsin herpocket. Her fatherandthe restof herfamily remainedbehindin the
Ukraine.

Idafirst settledin EastBaltimore at 116 S. Bond Street,whereshelived with heruncle
andsister(seel863Map of Baltimore). EastBaltimore washometo alarge Jewish
immigrant community. Shefound work at Sonneborn’sClothing Factoryat Prattand
PacaStreets(seel863Map of Baltimore)}—a companythat employeda large numberof
immigrants. lda attendednight schoolto learn English language American history, and
othertopics necessaryor the citizenshipexam. During this period, Ida maintainedclose
contactwith herfamily in the Ukraine.

In 19231da met Daniel Rehr,an Austrian Jewishimmigrant, andthey were marriedon
June24, 1923. Although herfamily could not attendthe wedding, Ida’s father Shulem
senther a handcraftedveddingblessing(seeWeddingBlessing). Ida and Daniel had
threechildren: Aaron Jerome Dorothy, andElaine. By 1926,two yearsafter Aaron was
born, the couplehad movedto 623 Light Street,wherethe Maryland ScienceCenter
residestoday. They owneda confectionaryshopat thataddressaandlived aboveit. Later
thatyear, Daniel receivedhis citizenship;lda’s naturalizationcameayearlaterin 1927.
Therestof Ida’s family remainedin the Ukraine. Her entire family, with the exceptionof
heryoungestsister,waskilled during the Holocaust. Ida died in Baltimore on August 26,
1988, at the ageof ninety-two.



Historical Background:
The Lives Left Behind

Beginningin 1880andlastinguntil 1924,approximatelyfour million immigrants,many
of themJewish,left their homesin EasternEuropeandjourneyedto the United States.
The reasonfor this large-scalemigration wasthe anti-Semitic policies towardsJewsin
this region,anda perceptionof the United Statesasa gloriousland of limitless
opportunity.During the reign of Alexanderll in Russia,manyliberal reformswere
implemented,including the abolishmentof the serf systemandthe introduction of
capitalism. After his assassinatioin 1889, anti-Semitic riots eruptedand Russia’snew
rulersintroduceddiscriminatorylegislation. The resulting TemporaryLawsplaced
severeeconomicrestrictionson Jews,and,in turn, led to increasedviol enceagainstthem.
The Russianleaderssupportedhis violence asa meansof diverting attentionfrom a
growing revolutionaryanti-Czarmovement. The Black Hundred ananti-Semitic
movementsupportedby the Czar,instigatedpogromsagainstJewsin Russiaand
neighboringcountries. Thus,the Jewsin Russiaandothercountriesin EasternEurope,
who hadonceexperiencedh degreeof economicandintellectual freedom,were
confrontedby increasinglyoppressiveanddiscriminatory conditions. Many optedto
leaveandto immigrate to the United States wherethey envisioneda goldenland free
from religious oppression.

The Immigrant’s Journey

Theimmigrant’s journey from EasternEuropeto the United Stateswasnot aneasyone.
After acquiringthe necessarypapersfor departureandboardingthe ships,immigrants
were often confinedto the steeragesectionof shipswhich could hold up to two thousand
people. In the steeragesection,immigrantswere housedn metal berthsthreebunks
high, wherethey remainedduring their two-weekjourney, amidstunsanitaryconditions
thatincludedspoiledfood andunwashedbodieswhich often causedseasickness. Meals
wereservedin dining roomswith long tables. On older ships,however,passengersften
atefrom tin messkitsin their steerageguarters.

Uponarrival at Ellis Island,immigrantsdid notimmediatelydisembarkbut were often
forcedto wait in steeragdor daysat atime beforeboardinga ferry to theimmigration
station. The harborwasusually crowdedwith steamships,andasmanyas20,000
immigrantswaited for processing. The conditionson the ferriesthemselvesvere stifling.
Many peopledied from contagiousdiseasesvaiting to makethetrip acrossthe harbor.

Oncetheimmigrantsfinally landedin Ellis Islandtheywere eachgiven anumberedag
that correspondedo the pageandline numberin the ship manifestwheretheir names
appeared.Theythenformedaline, extendingall the way from the dock baggageoom
up to the secondfloor wherethe immigrants were met by ateamof doctorsand
inspectors. The inspectionprocessvasvery thorough,anddoctorssearchedmmigrants



for signsof diseaseand mentaldeficiencies. Theywereespeciallyon the lookout for
trachoma,a highly contagiouseyediseaseaswell ascholera,favus(a nail andskull
fungus),andinsanity.

After the medicalinspection,immigrantswererequiredto illustrate thatthey were
competenthrougha variety of testsproving they were capableof providing for
themselvesn the US. Oftensinglewomenandchildrenwererequiredto show proof that
they knew someonean the US who would supportthem beforethey were allowedto leave
Ellis Island. Thosewithout suchdocumentsandthosewho failed to passthe medical
inspectionwereforbiddento leaveEllis Islanduntil they eitherreceivedthe necessary
documentspr recoveredrom illness. Two percentof all immigrantswere deportedback
to their countriesof origin becausehey sufferedfrom anincurablediseasepr failed to
meetinspedion requirements.

Becominga Citizen

In orderto becomean Americancitizen, immigrantswerefirst requiredto file a
declarationof intent. This documentrecordedthe applicant’spledgeto becomea United
Statescitizen, to uphold permanentesidene within the country,andto renounce
allegianceto othernations. After filing the declarationof intent, the applicantthenhadto
wait for a period of two to sevenyears. Whenthis waiting period wasover, the applicant
thenpetitionedthe courtfor citizenshipandwasrequiredto produceaffidavits signedby
two witnessesattestingto the applicant’'smoral characterandto the fact thatthe applicant
hadresidedwithin the United Statesfor a minimum of five years. The petition wasthen
subjectto aninvestigationanda hearingbeforeajudge. This hearingwasthe last stepin
the procedure andif the judge ascertainedhatall criteria for citizenshiphadbeenmet,
the applicantwould take an oath of allegianceto the US constitution,renouncingall
foreign allegiances. The immigrant wasthengranteda certificate of citizenship.

Naturalization,the processof becominga full -fledged American citizen, haschanged
throughoutthe courseof Americanhistory. By the early 1920s,astheflow of
immigrantsto the United Statesincreasedjmmigration andnaturalizationlaws became
more andmorerestrictive. The restrictive natureof theselaws resultedfrom a growing
anti-immigrant or nativist sentiment. This wasdueto the fear that the large numbersof
immigrantsliving in the US would resultin aweakeningof Americansocietyandin a
reductionin the numbersof availablelow wagejobs. This fearresultedin a changein
immigration policy. Whathadformerly beenanopendoor policy ended. Immigration
guotaswere establishedn 1924 which, effectively, closedAmerica’s doorsto
immigrants.



Immigration History Resources

Booksfor Teachers:

X

X
X

X

JoyceAntler, The JourneyHome: JewishWomenandthe American Century, New
York, 1997.

JamesCiment (editor), Encyclopediaof American Immigration, Armonk, NY, 2001.
IsaacM. Fein, The Making of an American JewishCommunity:TheHistory of
Baltimore Jewryfrom 1773to 1920, JewishPublication Societyof America, 1985.
SamuelJoseph Jewishimmigration to the US from 1881— 1910 New York, 1914.
Arthur Kurzweil, From Generationto Generation:How to Trace Your Jewish
GenealogyandPersonaHistory, New York, 1994.

Avrum K. Rifman, Centennialof EasternEuropeanJewishimmigration, 1882-1982:
Exploring the Immigrant Experienceof Baltimore asa GatewayCity, Baltimore,
1982.

RobertA. Rockaway,Wordsof the Uprooted: Jewishimmigrantsin Early 20"
CenturyAmerica.

YaakovRo'i (editor), JewsandJewishLife in Russiaandthe SovietUnion, Portland,
OR, 1995.

Loretto DennisSzucs.Ellis Island: Tracing Your Family History ThroughAmerica’s
Gateway Provo, Utah, 2000.

Booksfor Students:

X
X

CynthiaKlinkel andRobertB. Noyed, Ellis Island ChanhassenyIN, 2001.

Kathryn Lasky, Dreamsin the GoldenCountry: The Diary of Zipporah Feldman
New York, 1998.

Milton Meltzer, The JewishAmericans:A History in Their Own Words 1650— 1950,
New York, 1982.

RonaldTakaki. A LargerMemory: A History of Our Diversity with Voices. New
York: Little, Brown, andCompany,1998.

WebSites:

X

X

X

X

www.ellisisland.org— Ellis Island’sweb site, virtual tours of exhibitions, on-line
passengesearch

www.dreamsoffreedom.org virtual toursof immigration museumin Boston,sample
lessonplans

http://library.thinkquest.or¢~26786/en/introduction- “From OneLife to Another” —
articlesaboutdifferent ethnic groupimmigration stories
www.jewishgen.org— connectgesearchersf Jewishgenealogyworldwide




The Leo V. Berger Immigrant’s Trunk
Project Team

ProjectDirectors:

DeborahCardin, Director of Education,JewishMuseumof Maryland
LeahWolfson, Educationand Progranming Coordinator,JewishMuseumof Maryland
LaurenSilberman,Educationand ProgramAssistant,JewishMuseumof Maryland

Research:

DeanKrimmel, ResearchConsultant

Willa Banks,Intern, JewishMuseumof Maryland

Lucy Hirsch, Intern, JewishMuseumof Maryland

Deb Weiner, ResearctHistorian, JewishMuseumof Maryland

Archives Researchand PhotographReproductions:

Living

Robin Waldman,Archivist, JewishMuseumof Maryland
Erin Titter, CollectionsAssociate JewishMuseumof Maryland

History Project:

"Saul Bernstein"script by SharieValerio with additional researchandwriting assistance
from Tim King andHarriet Lynn

Performedby Tim King

Producedanddirectedby Harriet Lynn, Heritage TheaterArtists’ Consortium
CostumesKostumesby Kathryn

"ldaRehr" script by SharieValerio with additionalresearchandwriting assistancérom
TamaraJohnsonandHarriet Lynn

Performedby KatherineLyons

Producedanddirectedby Harriet Lynn, Heritage TheaterArtists’ Consortium
CostumesKostumesby Kathryn

Many peopleandorganizationsvereinstrumentalin assistingwith this project. JMM is especially
gratefulto the Maryland Historical Societyfor sharingits traveling trunk programwith us.

This programwasmadepossiblewith generoussupportfrom theLeo V. BergerFund,Jacoband
Hilda BlausteinFoundationfor the Enrichmentof JewishEducationof THE ASSOCIATED: Jewish
Community Federationof Baltimore, the Bank of America Foundation,andthe Leo V. BergerFund.

The JewishMuseumof Marylandis anagencyof THE ASSOCIATED: JewishCommunity
Federationof Baltimore.

To reachthe EducationDepartmentof the JewishMuseumof Maryland, pleasecall (410) 7326400
ext. 36 or 29.



The Leo V. Berger Immigrant’s Trunk
Ida Rehr Living History Performance

Evaluation
Your name:
School:
Grade(s): # of Students:

How did you learnaboutthis program?

Pleaseratethefollowing aspectsof the program:
Quality of programasateachingtool excellent good fair  poor
Contentof script excellent good fair  poor

Ability of actorto interactwith students  excellent good fair  poor

Relevanceof programto curriculum excellent good fair  poor
Age-appropriatenesfor your group excellent good fair  poor
Studentresponse excellent good fair  poor

Wereyour expectationgmet?

Did this programenrichyour curriculum?

How canwe improve uponthis programfor future performances?

Are you interestedin schedulingthis programagainfor nextyear?

Pleaseusethe backof this sheetfor additionalcomments. We areespeciallyinterestedn
hearingaboutspecific studentcomments.

Thankyou!
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