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The Immigrant’s Trunk  

Examining a Life through  Objects 
Saul Bernstein: An American Artist  

 
Note to Teachers: 
 
This outreach kit is intended to bring a piece of the museum into your classroom.  One of 
the most unique aspects of the museum experience is its ability to convey history through 
the objects contained within its collection.  Students have the opportunity to become 
engaged in the stories behind the objects themselves as well as the period in history from 
which they came.  Contained within this kit, you will find objects, photographs, and 
documents of a late nineteenth century immigrant.  Through these artifacts, students will 
learn how to read and interpret primary source materials.  They will think about the 
practice of collecting, and enrich their understanding of local Jewish history, as they learn 
about one Baltimorean’s journey from Eastern Europe to the United States. 
 
This kit focuses on the story of Saul Bernstein, a Lithuanian immigrant who began 
working as a peddler and later became an acclaimed local artist.  The trunk includes 
personal photographs and letters as well as objects representing various stages in Saul 
Bernstein’s life.  The photos and documents are reproductions from the archives of the 
Jewish Museum of Maryland; the objects are found pieces that did not belong to Saul 
Bernstein himself, but rather are emblematic of the types of objects that he might have 
used at various points in his life.  The students can carefully handle all objects, photos, 
and documents. 
 
The kit has several main objectives: 
 
�x To familiarize students with the immigration process circa 1890. 
�x To present students with the opportunity to interpret a distinctly Jewish immigration 

experience 
�x To introduce students to the concepts of object-based learning 
�x To teach students how to interpret photographs, documents, and objects 
�x To engage students with primary source materials 
�x To encourage students to explore their own lives and priorities through objects with a 

values-clarification activity 
�x To encourage students to explore their own family's immigration experience 
 
Trunk activities are organized according to objects, photographs, and documents that 
correspond to a particular block of time in Saul Bernstein’s life.  Each lesson plan 
includes objectives, a teacher’s guide, and student activity sheets.  Activity sheets for 
students include background information, discussion questions, and a final culminating 
activity based on a specific a photograph or object.  Several photographs and objects are 
often grouped together.  Any supplies needed are listed in each lesson plan. 
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The kit is organized chronologically.  You may wish to guide the entire class through 
these activities or divide the class into several groups and rotate them through “stations” 
of Saul’s Bernstein’s life.  For teachers with limited time for these lessons, please find 
suggested lesson plans in the “resource materials” section of this binder.  Background 
materials that explore additional topics in depth are also available in this section the kit.  
Please see the trunk inventory list for an explanation of all photos, objects, documents, 
and supporting materials.  The final value clarification activity asks students to construct 
their own trunk.  You may wish to make this a class activity and create your own “mini -
museum” in your classroom based upon the students’ ideas. 
 
We hope that you will find this kit engaging and enjoyable.  The education staff 
welcomes your comments and evaluation of this kit.  Please feel free to contact us with 
any questions, comments, or problems you may have. 
 
Lauren Silberman     Deborah Cardin 
Education and Programming Coordinator  Education Director 
(410) 732-6400 ext. 29    (410) 732-6400 ext. 36 
lsilberman@jewishmuseummd.org   dcardin@jewishmuseummd.org 
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SUGGESTED LESSON PLANS FOR TEACHERS  
 

Depending upon your own time constraints, you may wish to use only parts of the 
provided curricular materials.  The following lesson plans are intended to help you 
implement this kit in a way that will best fit your needs.  Please note that we have 
included extensive resource materials for you to use at your discretion.  These additional 
sheets are included as background material for various people and ideas that arise within 
the context of Saul Bernstein’s immigrant experience.  We recommend that you provide 
every student with a copy of the student introduction, values clarification activity, and 
biographical sketch of Saul Bernstein.  The lessons outlined here are meant as 
suggestions only.  We welcome your input about what works best in your classroom. 
 
I. IF YOU HAVE ONE CLASS PERIOD:  

 
Lesson 1: Saul Bernstein, Immigrant 
�x Object examination and discussion questions for Tefilin, Kiddush cup, and 

ship manifest list 
 
Lesson 2: Saul Bernstein, Peddler 
�x Photo examination and activity for: Saul Bernstein, Peddler, Elkhorn Mining 

Region, West Virginia, 1891 
�x Object examination and discussion activities for wooden spindles, scale, shoe 

stretchers, and clothing 
 

Lesson 4: Examining Documents 
�x Document examination and activity for: Correspondence About Saul 

Bernstein 
 

Lesson 5: Values Clarification Activity 
�x Discuss the values clarification activity  
�x Compile classroom trunk if time permits 

 
II.  IF YOU HAVE TWO CLASS PERIODS:  

 
Lesson 1: Saul Bernstein, Immigrant 
�x Object examination and discussion questions for Tefilin, Kiddush cup, and 

ship manifest list 
 

Lesson 2: Saul Bernstein, Peddler 
�x Photo examination and activity for: Saul Bernstein, Peddler, Elkhorn Mining 

Region, West Virginia, 1891 
�x Object examination and discussion activities for wooden spindles, scale, shoe 

stretchers, and clothing 
 
Lesson 3: Saul Bernstein, Artist 
�x Artwork examination and activity for: The Rabbi 
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�x Supplemental material: Looking at Artwork 
 
Lesson 4: Examining Documents 
�x Document examination and activity for: Correspondence About Saul 

Bernstein 
 
Lesson 5: Values Clarification Activity 
�x Discuss the values clarification activity 
�x Compile and display classroom trunk 

 
III.  IF YOU HAVE THREE OR MORE CLASS PERIODS 

 
Lesson 1: Saul Bernstein, Immigrant 
�x Object examination and discussion questions for Tefilin, Kiddush cup, and 

ship manifest list 
�x Supplemental material: Looking at Objects; Looking at Photographs; 

Comparative Study: Other Passages 
Lesson 2: Saul Bernstein, Peddler 
�x Photo examination and activity for: Saul Bernstein, Peddler, Elkhorn Mining 

Region, West Virginia, 1891 
�x Object examination and discussion activities for wooden spindles, scale, shoe 

stretchers, and clothing 
�x Supplemental material: From a Different Shore—The Chinese Immigrants 
Lesson 3: Saul Bernstein, Artist 
�x Photo examination and activity for: Saul Bernstein’s first paint box 
�x Artwork examination and activity for: The Rabbi 
�x Photo and artwork examination and activity for: Jennie Abel Bernstein 

holding Bernstein family photos and Jennie 
�x Photo and artwork examination and activity for: Saul Bernstein in Cracow, 

Poland, 1903 and Self Portrait 
�x Object examination and discussion questions for The Artist’s Pack 
�x Supplemental material: Looking at Artwork; Comparative Study: Urban 

Working and Living Conditions—The Irish Immigrants 
Lesson 4: Examining Documents 
�x Document examination and activity for: Correspondence About Saul 

Bernstein 
�x Supplemental material: Looking at Documents 
Lesson 5: Values Clarification Activity 
�x Discuss the values clarification activity 
�x Compile and display classroom trunk 
�x Allow classroom trunk to remain on display for the remainder of the 

immigration unit 
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The Immigrant’s  Trunk  
Examining a Life Through Objects 
Saul Bernstein: An American Artist  

 
 
 
Student Introduction:  

 
Throughout our lives, we use, discard, and save countless objects.  Some items hold 
sentimental meaning, others are functional, and others we have created ourselves.  Yet 
each of these things has something in common.  Collectively, they all say something 
about who we are, and how we live during a particular time and place in history.  A 
photograph depicts events or people who are important to us.  A painting, drawing, or 
piece of writing shows how we saw the world at one point in our lives.  Even everyday 
objects like a book or a clock or a type of pen reveal something about the environment in 
which we live.  Each object tells its own story about the people who owned and used 
them.  Together, objects can tell us fragments of someone’s life story—a story we as 
observers must construct as we work to interpret what these objects tell us about the 
person who owned them. 

 
In this trunk, we will uncover the story of one particular person and his journey as an 
immigrant in the late nineteenth century.  During this time, many immigrants from 
Russia, Poland, Rumania, and other Eastern European countries flooded the shores of 
coastal cities like New York, Boston and Baltimore.  They came with trunks and bundles 
of belongings to establish new lives in America.  Each immigrant group came with their 
own unique experiences and history.  Irish immigrants came to escape English 
persecution and the rampant poverty of the 1840’s Potato Famine.  Italian immigrants 
came in search of economic opportunity.  Chinese immigrants began to come in the 
1850’s to work on the transcontinental railroad.  In this kit, we focus on the experience of 
Eastern European Jews.  The trunk we will examine contains both the objects that 
immigrants might have brought with them and things that they later acquired and used in 
America.  We can think of this trunk, then, as something that you might find in the attic 
of an old house—filled with the things that survived the person who once used them. 

 
For the next several classes, you will explore the life of a young man named Saul 
Bernstein—an immigrant who came to this country at the age of seventeen from Posvol, 
Lithuania in the 1890’s.  You will discover Saul’s story through objects, personal letters, 
and photographs that reconstruct his life in America and interpret his personal history as a 
Jew from Lithuania.  This trunk contains a selection of the things that represent aspects of 
Saul’s life as a peddler, a Jew from an observant family, an artist, and a young man living 
in Baltimore at the turn of the century.  Some of these objects belonged to Saul 
personally; some of them are included as representations of Saul’s life.  Through these 
objects, we can begin to understand how Saul lived his life—his accomplishments, his 
difficulties, and his everyday activities.  As we examine Saul’s life, we will think about 
how the things we use everyday tell the story of our own lives. 
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Author and scholar Roland Takaki had this to say about his own research into the lives of 
immigrants: 

 
As I read and selected these documents, I often found myself stirred by the ways 
people responded to circumstances not of their choosing.  Always, I was reminded 
that people are history: their experiences, feelings, adjustments, imaginings, 
hopes, uncertainties, dreams, fears, regrets, tragedies, and triumphs compose our 
past.  Everywhere, I found their stories bursting in the telling.1 
 

Takaki writes of the excitement of discovering history through the experiences and 
writings of one person.  As we look at Saul Bernstein’s life through the photographs, 
objects, and documents left behind, we are looking into his piece of history.  When we 
take that knowledge back to our own lives, we too can find our personal histories 
“bursting in telling.”  
 
 

                                                        
1 Takaki, Ronald.  A Larger Memory: A History of Our Diversity with Voices.  New York: Little, Brown, and 
Company, 1998, pg. 4. 
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LESSON PLAN 1: SAUL BERNSTEIN, IMMIGRANT  
TEACHER GUIDE  

 
Overview:  
 

In this section, students will learn about Saul Bernstein’s life in Lithuania and his 
immigration to the United States.  They will be introduced to the immigration 
process circa 1890 and the circumstances within Eastern Europe that caused Jews 
to leave their homes.  Students will also interpret Jewish ritual objects in relation 
to their significance to Jewish identity. 
 

Objects: 
 
�x Tefilin and case 
�x Kiddush cup 
�x Ship manifest list 
 
Educational Objectives: 
 
�x Students will learn about the conditions of Jewish life in Eastern Europe in the late 

1890’s 
�x Students will learn about the process of immigration and naturalization 
�x Students will learn to explore and interpret Jewish ritual objects 
�x Students will be introduced to the concept of object-based learning 
 
Activities and Supplies: 
 

Student activities include background information and discussion questions for 
tefilin, kiddush cup, and ship manifest.  For this lesson, you will need to make 
copies of the following documents: “From Immigration to Naturalization: An 
Immigrant’s Journey,” Glossary, “Biographical Sketch: Saul Bernstein” and 
“Looking at Objects.” 
 
Note to Teachers: 
Before beginning the lesson plan, review with students the goals of the project 
(see Student Introduction).  Please remind students at the start of each lesson to 
use care while handling all objects, documents, and photographs. 
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PART I: SAUL BERNSTEIN, IMMIGRANT  
 
Objects: 
 
�x Tefil in and case 
�x Kiddush cup 
�x Ship manifest list 
�x Other supplies: pencil and paper 
 
Background Information:  
 
Saul Bernstein was born on May 26, 1872 in Posvol, Lithuania to Wolf and Esther 
Bernstein.  Saul grew up under the government district of Kovno, Russia.  His father was 
a scholar by choice and a bookbinder by trade.  Wolf Bernstein preferred his studies to 
his bookbinding; he was never very successful at his chosen trade.  As a result, Saul's 
family was always very poor.  His mother, Esther Shalowitz Bernstein, was a dressmaker 
to help support the family.  Saul’s mother gave birth to six children.  Only two of them—
Saul and his younger brother Benjamin survived to adulthood.  When Saul was thirteen, 
his father sent him to study Talmud in the neighboring town of Poniewicz.  Saul came 
from an observant family; his father wished for his son to be well versed in the subtleties 
of Jewish law.  Even at this young age, Saul displayed a talent for art; his teachers 
frequently caught him sketching rather than studying.  It soon became clear to Saul that 
he could not pursue his art within his current environment, and he sought greater 
opportunity to train as an artist.  After receiving a letter from an uncle, Abram Shalowitz, 
in Baltimore in 1889, Saul saw his opportunity to leave Lithuania.  In the autumn of 
1889, Saul boarded a ship for America using the money his mother raised over the years 
as a dressmaker.  He arrived in Castle Gardens in New York Harbor alone and took the 
train to Baltimore to meet his uncle.  Saul was seventeen years old when he arrived in 
New York. 

 
Had Saul remained in Lithuania, he would have faced a situation similar to other Eastern 
European Jews—times fraught with both economic hardship and religious persecution.  
Saul grew up under the reign of the Russian Czar Alexander II.  During this time in 
Russia, many liberal policies were implemented in Eastern Europe, including the 
termination of the serf system and the introduction of capitalism.  Jews enjoyed relative 
freedom.  After his assassination in 1889, anti-Semitic riots erupted.  Czar Alexander III 
and his government proceeded to introduce discriminatory legislation.  The resulting 
Temporary Laws placed severe economic restrictions on Jews, and, in turn, led to 
increased violence against them.  The Russian leaders supported this violence as a means 
of diverting attention from a growing revolutionary anti-Czar movement.  The Black 
Hundred, an anti-Semitic movement supported by the Czar, instigated pogroms against 
Jews in Russia and neighboring countries.  Thus, the Jews in Russia and other countries 
throughout Eastern Europe, who had once experienced a degree of economic and 
intellectual freedom, were confronted by increasingly oppressive and discriminatory 
conditions.  Many opted to leave and to immigrate to the United States, where they 
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envisioned a golden land free from religious oppression.  At the time that Saul leaves 
Russia for the United States in 1889, these policies are just beginning. 

 
Jewish Ritual Objects: Kiddush Cup and Tefilin with Case 

 
The objects you are about to handle are Jewish ritual objects and considered sacred 
to Jews.  Please handle them with care and respect, and do not place them on the 
floor. 
 
Kiddush Cup and Tefilin  
 
We use a kiddush cup during Shabbat, at weddings, and Havdalah service as well as 
other special occasions.  The word kiddush translates to "sanctification." The practice 
of Kiddush fulfills the commandment to "remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy" 
(Exodus 20:8).  The blessing over the wine has been a practice since the sixth century 
BCE in celebration of Creation and the Exodus.  As you have seen yourselves, 
Kiddush cups are decorated in many ways.  Some reflect the places where Jews have 
lived; some have ornate silverwork; while still others are more simple in nature.  
Cups made with fine silver were a common practice in Eastern Europe.  Since many 
Jews were not allowed to handle precious metals, however, Christian artisans often 
made these Jewish ritual cups. 
 
As you can see, this kiddush cup is inscribed with the blessing over the wine. 

 
Tefilin  
 
Tefilin, or phylacteries boxes, are also used during ritual prayer.  The commandment 
to place a symbol “on the hand and between the eyes” comes from Exodus 13:9 and 
13:16 and Deuteronomy 6:8 and 11:18.  The boxes are bound to the center of the 
forehead and the middle of the right arm with leather straps.  The boxes contain 
pieces of parchment with Hebrew phrases from the Bible.  The tefilin is worn on the 
head to remind the wearer of his intellectual commitment to God; the tefilin on the 
hand is worn to remind him of his commitment to serve God with might and strength.  
Jews wear tefilin on the left arm—the arm believed to be closest to the heart.  The 
wearer wraps the strap seven times for each word of Psalm 145:16: “Thou openest 
Thy hand and satisfiest every living creature.”  The strap is then wrapped three more 
times around the hand to form the Hebrew letter shin, for Shaddai, one of the Hebrew 
names for God. 
 

Discussion Questions: 
 

1. Imagine you have found this cup and have no prior knowledge of its use.  What 
would you guess it was used for?  What evidence would you use to back up your 
claim? 
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2. We do not know if Saul took these two particular items with him when he came to 
America.  If we assume that he did, however, what would that say about his 
relationship to Judaism?  Why are these two objects important?  What would they 
show about what Saul valued in Judaism? 

 
3. The following excerpt comes from a letter that Saul wrote his friend and patron 

Henrietta Szold in 1899.2  Saul writes of his life in Lithuania: 
 

I was born in a small town under the government of Kovno called Posvol…I entered the 
cheder at the age of 5 twisted in a dilapidated talit.  Of course, it was the cheapest I 
could get for my father did not yet save much money of his reading books while binding 
them, but was still counted as one of the erudite persons to let me enter a Talmud Torah.    
 
Our class consisted of Aleph Bet, young men to the high advanced students of the 
Talmud, about twenty-five or thirty boys besides the 11 persons of the Rebbe’s own 
family of men and women, and cats and chickens and mice filled the little holes of space 
which were left in the room of a box in size.  I loved to draw and drew when I had time or 
did not have it.   Hence, a bang on my head with the largest Five Books of Moses in the 
place after my masterpieces were destroyed… As a man of thirteen I left home to enter a 
Talmudic class in Posnevez, a town about a struggling night’s travel in good weather, in 
a wagon of a known transporter.  There a new series of serious troubles began.  I had to 
take care of my living, take notice of my Talmudic progress, avoid the eyes of the 
“Mashgiach,” or overseer to whom my mouth and stomach had to pray, also deceive my 
uncle enough to write good news home about my laborious study of the Talmud, and 
above all, to attend properly to my artistic development.     

 
What does this excerpt tell you about Saul’s Jewish upbringing?  How does Saul 
remember his life in Lithuania? 

 
4. Keep in mind that Saul wrote this letter in 1899, ten years after he immigrated to 

the United States.  What does this letter tell you about how Saul views his early 
life? 

 
Now look at the ship manifest list for the Port of Baltimore. 

 
Coming to America: The Immigra tion Process 
Student Resource: Handout From Immigration to Naturalization: The Immigrant's 
Journey (1880's-1920's) 

 
Saul Bernstein boarded a ship headed for New York Harbor in the fall of 1889.  At the 
age of seventeen, Saul left his family and all that he knew in Lithuania for a new life and 
new opportunities in the United States.  Thousands of immigrants took this same journey 
across the Atlantic--alone and with their families.  The voyage itself offered its own 
hardship before the immigrants ever reached the shores of the United States.  Ships held 
up to 2,000 people at a time--many in the dingy steerage compartments.  Because of 
                                                        
2 Please note that all letter transcriptions are based upon careful readings of original documents.  Despite 
our best efforts, however, the reader must take into account the difficulty of deciphering handwriting, the 
writer’s inconsistencies, as well as Saul’s limited command of the English language. 
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unsanitary conditions, immigrants often arrived in the New World sick; some died on the 
journey. 

 
Saul arrived at the port of Castle Gardens, which was where immigrants arrived before 
the opening of Ellis Island in 1892.  Once Ellis Island opened it became the largest 
immigration port in the United States.  As ships arrived there, the travelers faced another 
ordeal.  Often the harbor was crammed with steamships holding as many as 20,000 
passengers waiting to disembark.  The passengers were sometimes forced to wait for days 
onboard.  When immigrants arrived at Ellis Island, they received a numbered tag that 
indicated the manifest page and line number in which their name appeared.  Doctors 
inspected the sick and deported those with chronic, incurable illness.  Ellis Island 
operated between 1892 and 1954.  Although Ellis Island was not formally established 
when Saul came to the United States, he would have endured a similar process at Castle 
Gardens in the Port of New York. 

 
Ship Manifest List 

 
This is a reproduction of a ship manifest list from 1883.  Ship manifests recorded the 
names of all of the individuals who traveled on board a ship.  Ship captains were required 
to maintain accurate lists, and they handed them over to immigration officials when the 
ships docked.  These immigrants came directly to Baltimore harbor.  We will begin by 
reading this list from left to right.  On the far-left side, we find a list of the names of each 
immigrant, last name first.  The next column lists the person's age.  The fourth column 
lists the person's gender, followed by his or her occupation.  The next column lists 
country of origin, followed by the person's final destination.  If the individual died on 
board the ship, the cause of death was then listed.  The last column lists the pieces of 
luggage that each passenger brought with him or her. 
 
Note: This is not a ship manifest from the ship that brought Saul to the United States, but 
it is similar to the one that would have recorded his journey.  Refer to the manifest 
transcription for precise information. 

 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. Find one person’s name and follow it across the entire list.  What can you learn 

about this person?  Did this person come with children?  How old is he or she?  
How many pieces of luggage did the person bring?  From where was this person 
traveling? 

 
2. If you were the immigration officer, this list would contain all the information you 

knew about any given immigrant.  What sorts of complications arise from such 
limited information?  What do you know for sure based off of this list?  What do 
you assume?  What can this list tell you as an historian?  Why do you think the 
Jewish Museum of Maryland has preserved many ship manifests in its 
collections?
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COMPARATIVE STUDY 
OTHER PASSAGES: 

THE MIDDLE PASSAGE OF AFRICAN SLAVES 
 

When we think of immigrants, we usually envision those who came to this country 
willingly.  Be it for reasons of religious freedom, economic opportunity, or to join other 
family members, most immigrants came to the United States of their own accord, and for 
their own reasons.  There was, however, one significant immigrant group who came and 
remained in America against their own wishes: African slaves. 
 
Over the course of the eighteenth century, approximately seven million African slaves 
crossed the Atlantic against their will.  These unwilling immigrants endured a long and 
humiliating journey referred to as the Middle Passage.  Many Africans did not survive the 
voyage.  Olandah Equiano was born in 1745 in what is now Nigeria.  He was sold into 
slavery at the age of ten, and bought by a Virginia Planter.  He was eventually resold to a 
British naval officer and purchased his freedom in 1766.  Equiano describes his feelings 
on first seeing the slave ship: 
 

The first object, which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast, was the sea, 
and a slave ship, which I was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo.  
These fil led me with astonishment, which was soon converted into terror, which I 
am yet at a loss to describe, nor the then feelings of my mind.3 

 
Equiano goes on to write of his first realization of his fate: 
 

When I looked round the ship too, and saw a large furnace of copper boiling, and 
a multitude of black people of every description chained together, everyone of 
their countenances expressing dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted my fate, 
and, quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck and 
fainted.4 
 

Equiano's narrative goes on to relay the loathsome conditions of the ship, the smell, and 
the scarcity of food and water.  Considering the experience of slavery causes us to 
reevaluate what we mean when we use the term "immigration."  Webster's dictionary 
simply defines the verb "immigrate" as the act of coming to a country in which one is not 
a native, usually for permanent residence.  In the strictest definition, African slaves are 
another kind of immigrant, but in a very different sense.  As we consider Saul Bernstein's 
story, we will refer to the conditions and circumstances of other immigrant groups as a 
means of comparing and contrasting the Jewish immigration experience to those 
encountered by other groups. 
 
 

                                                        
3 Takaki pg. 38. 
4 Takaki pg. 39. 
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LESSON PLAN 2: SAUL BERNSTEIN, PEDDLER  

TEACHER GUIDE  
 

Overview:  
 

In this section, students will learn about Saul Bernstein’s life as a peddler in 
Maryland and Virginia.  They will examine archival photographs from the 
collections of Jewish Museum of Maryland and handle objects typical of a 
peddler during Saul Bernstein’s day.  Students will also learn how to critically 
examine photographs and historic objects. 
 

Objects: 
 

�x Photo: Saul Bernstein, peddler, Elkhorn Mining Region Near Bluefield, West 
Virginia, 1891 

�x Three (3) wooden spindles with thread 
�x Working metal scale 
�x Tin canister 
�x Two (2) shoe stretchers 
�x Wool hat, suede vest 
 

 
Educational Objectives: 
 

�x Students will learn about American life circa 1890 
�x Students will learn how to examine photographs critically 
�x Students will continue to interpret objects to piece together Saul Bernstein's 

life story 
�x Students will use critical thinking skills to answer questions about the objects 

and photographs 
 

Activities and Supplies: 
 

Activities include handling objects, answering discussion questions, and writing a 
sample diary entry based on an in-depth study of a photograph.  Supplies include the 
objects and photographs provided, as well as pen and paper.  Students should read the 
introduction to photographs handout before beginning the activity.  Please remind 
students to handle the objects and photos with care. 

 
Note to Teachers: 
Before beginning the lesson plan, review with students the goals of the project 
(see Student Introduction).  Please remind students at the start of each lesson to 
use care while handling all objects, documents, and photographs. 
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PART II: SAUL BERNSTEIN, PEDDLER  
 
Objects: 
 
�x Photo: Saul Bernstein, peddler, Elkhorn Mining Region Near Bluefield, West 

Virginia, 1891 
�x Three (3) wooden spools with threads 
�x Working metal scale 
�x Tin canister 
�x Two (2) shoe stretchers 
�x Wool Hat, suede vest 
�x Other supplies: pencil and paper 
 
Background Information:  
 

After Saul Bernstein arrived in New York Harbor, he took a train to meet his 
uncle, Abram Shalowitz, in Baltimore.  Saul remained in his uncle's house just 
one week before embarking on his own as a tin peddler on Maryland's Eastern 
Shore.  Saul spoke little English; he carried his wares on his back, day after day.  
Saul traveled extensively throughout the small towns of Maryland and West 
Virginia and gained a loyal following.  Saul often faced dangerous situation on 
the road.  He wrote to a friend: "It was the Lord who twisted a pistol from a man's 
hand to stop him from shooting me, and it was God who threw a giant man over a 
box and knocked the stuffings out of him until someone came and arrested him."5  
 
Saul eventually settled in Coopers, West Virginia as a partner in a local country 
store.  He covered the walls of the store with his artwork.  The doorway of Saul's 
shop was adorned with two large charcoal canvases--portraits of George 
Washington and Czar Alexander II of Russia.  The interior of Saul's shop was 
covered with drawings of peasant life in Russia.  Later, Saul worked as a clerk in 
another drygoods store in Pocahontas, West Virgi nia. 
 

Photo Activity: Saul Bernstein, peddler, Elkhorn Mining Region Near Bluefield, 
West Virginia, 1891 
 

This photo was taken in 1891, just two years after Saul Bernstein arrived in 
America from Lithuania.  Saul spent those years as a tin and wood peddler on the 
Eastern Shore of Maryland and in West Virginia.  When Saul peddled his wares, 
he carried everything he sold in a bundle on his back.  His pack was filled with 
combs, cutlery, china, wooden, and tin goods--all piled into a bundle that Saul 
hauled through small towns.  Saul carried something else with him on his back as 
well: pencils, pastels, watercolors, sketchpad, and an easel.  Saul often drew what 

                                                        
5 Alexandra Lee Levin.  Saul Bernstein: Protégé of Henrietta Szold. 
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he saw--everyday people going about their lives in the mining regions where he 
traveled.   
 
When this photo was taken, Saul was peddling in the Elkhorn mining region near 
Bluefield, West Virginia.  He stands in the center of this photo with a dry goods 
pack slung over his shoulder.6  During this time, Bluefield was acquiring a critical 
mass of Jewish peddlers and small storeowners.  Although certainly not 
comparable to large cities like Baltimore or New York, there were enough young, 
Jewish, immigrant men to form a small community in mining towns like Bluefield 
and Pocahontas.  In 1892, just one year before Saul arrived to work as a drygoods 
clerk, Pocahontas had enough Jews to form a small Orthodox congregation.  The 
congregants consisted primarily of Eastern European immigrants.  The first two 
rabbis of the congregation hailed from Lithuania. 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. Hold the picture at arm's length and look at it as a whole.  Where are people 

standing?  What do you think they were doing before the picture was taken?  
Why do you think the picture was taken? 

 
 

2. Now look closer at the faces of the people in the picture.  Find Saul Bernstein 
amidst the crowd of people.  Where are most of the people in the photo 
looking?  How are they standing?  Does Saul stand out or blend in amidst the 
miners?  What do you think he might have been carrying? 

 
 

3. How do you think Bernstein's surroundings would have influenced his work?  
What sort of skills do you think he might have gained as a peddler that would 
affect his art?  What do you think he might have observed? 

 
4. Finally, what challenges do you think Jewish peddlers faced in terms of their 

own Jewish practice?  Why do you think Jewish peddlers would consider it 
important to form a community in West Virginia?  Do you think Saul might 
have been a part of it? 

 
Activity:  
 
Write a diary entry for the day this picture was taken.  Remember that a diary is 
simply a record of the day and everything that happened.  You might write this in 
prose form, list form, or some other way.  Keep the following questions in mind 
as you discuss this with your group: Whom did Saul Bernstein visit today?  What 
did he sell?  What did he draw?  Why is the photo taken?  Does he know anyone 
in the picture, or are they all strangers to him?  Are some of these people regular 
customers?  Why would he want to save this photo? 

                                                        
6 Photo reproduction courtesy of Ben Cooper, Baltimore. 
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Object Examination: The Peddler's Pack and Dry -goods Products 
 

The objects you are about to handle are sample items from a dry-goods store in 
the late nineteenth century.  Although these objects did not belong to Saul per se, 
they represent items he might have used during his time as a peddler in Maryland 
and Virginia.  You are about to examine antique objects; please treat them with 
care. 
 
The Peddler's Pack 
 
The following objects are examples of items Saul might have carried on his back 
to sell to people in small towns in Maryland and Virginia.  We will examine why 
Saul might have sold these objects, as well as what they can tell us about the 
peddler's experience. 
 

Peddler's Clothing: Wool Hat, Suede Vest 
 
This vest and hat are examples of the type of clothing Saul might have 
worn while on the road as a peddler.  The vest is made of suede, and the 
hat is a wool cap.  Compare these examples with the picture of Saul as a 
peddler. 
 
Cast Iron Skillet 
 
This is a cast iron frying pan similar to what Saul might have sold as a 
peddler.  Saul might have sold this and other kitchen items to local 
families in Maryland and Virginia.  He probably would have several pans 
to sell--all carried on his back as he traveled from town to town. 
 
Shoe Stretchers 
 
These shoe stretchers would have been used to stretch, preserve, and mold 
shoes in order to make them last longer.  The wooden front wedge of the 
stretcher is inserted in the front of the shoe, while the knob at the back is 
adjusted to fit the length of the shoe.  As a peddler of woodworks, Saul 
might have sold these in his peddler's pack. 
 
Tin Canister 
 
Saul began his life as a peddler selling tinwork in Maryland and West 
Virginia.  Since tin was a lightweight, fairly durable material, it was ideal 
for carrying cross-country on one’s back.  This canister is an example of 
the types of tin ware Saul might have sold. 
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