PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews
conducted by Syma Mendelsohn for the Oral History Office in October,
1973. Syma Mendelsohn transcribed the tapes and edited the transcripts;
Cecile Meiers reviewed the transcripts.

Cecile Harris Melers was born in Springfield on November 25, 1911
and Springfield has always been her home. She was in the first class of
Springfield College in Illincis and in 1934 married Clyde A. Meiers.

After her marriage and the birth of her daughter, Josephine, Mrs.
Meiers began her career of voluntary service to the community which has
included service on the Board of Directors of the White Cottage and
Chairman of the Women's Division of the United Fund.

A prominent member of the Jewish community, Mrs. Meiers has always
been active in the B'rith Sholom congregation. She served as President
of the Temple's Sisterhood and has served as Chairman of the Women's
Division of United Jewish Appeal. She has twice compiled a history of
Temple B'rith Sholom.

Many woxrds and phrases in Yiddish appear in this manuscript. Most

have been spelled and translated according to The Joys of Yiddish by Leo

Rosten, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968.) Because Yiddish is a very "flav-
orful" language it is impossible to convey all. the nuances of a given
word within the scope of the footnotes. The reader is therefore encour-

aged to check the fuller explanations in The Joys of Yiddish.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is
a transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and

editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is




Cecile Meiers, October 14 and 2}, 1973, Springfield, Illinois.

Syma Mendelsohn, Interviewer.

Q. Tell me a little about your father. Was your father born in

Springfield?

A. No, he was born in Europe, but he came here when he was two years

old.
Q. Where was he born in Europe?

A. He was born in Lithuania in a town called Balkavyichk in Covna-Gaberna.
Now I don't know how to spell that. I found it on the map though, I can

give you the spelling if you want it.
Q. Covna-Gaberna?

A. Gaberna, yes.

Q. 1Is that the district?

A. 1 guess either Covna or Gaberna means county. I would guess SO.-
You know like a shtetl.l That's a word I heard the -fizstotitmecwhen I
Hearde? Fiddlérton theiReofe!l I hever heard:the word ehtetd before. 1Tt

mst- have been something like that.

* Little city, small town, village~-in particular, the Jewish
communities of eastern Europe. Rosten, Leo. The Joys of Yiddish,
New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968, p. 369. Ed.
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Q. What did his father do?

A, His father was a student. I don't know what my grandfather did, my
great—-grandfather, rather. I have no idea. I think it was within that

culture where the woman worked and the father spent all his time

studying.
Q. That was your great—grandfather?
A. My great-grandfather.

Q. Then it's your grandfather you're talking about who came to this

country when he was two?

A. NWNo, my grandfather. Yes, my grandfather came and then later sent for
my grandmother and my father and one sister. I guess he must have been
here two or three years before he accumulated enough money to send for
the rest of his family. He sent for my grandmother and my father,who
was the oldest,and my aunt Fanny. That wasn't her name in Europe, but
because he met the Frisch family when he first came to Springfield and
they had a daughter, Fanny, he thought that was a nice American name.

He named her Fanny and these two Fannys were friends for 75 years I

guess. Just very, very good friends.
Q. How did your grandfather happen to hit oarSpringfd®1d?

A. That's the one thing I don't know. He must have known someone,
someone must have come here first that he knew because I have no idea why
he would not have stopped in New York like most other peopdé did.

He came directly to Springfield.
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A. He peddled until he accumulated enough to open a little store.

Q. You were takkdng before about his meeting the Frisch family at the

rallroad station.
A, That was the family of Fanny Frisch that he named my aunt for.
Q. I'm just curious about how they happened to meet. Was it an accident?

A, As far as I know, it was just because they lived right near the
railroad station. You see a Jew came to Springfield and the first Jewish
family he found were the Frischs who lived quite near the railroad. If
my memory serves me right it was the Illinois Central so that would be
around Fifth and Madison. And my grandmogher came with these two children
two years 1a£er. She came on a sailing ship. It took thirty days and
obviously it had to be steerage., I think they went agross Europe and
sailed from Amsterdam. It was a thirty day trip to New York. This was
about 1800 something. I don't know exactly. My grandfather must have
come about 1870 and my grandmother came in 1872, I was at the cemetery
the other day [and noted that] they had two more children afterward.

The next one was a girl., Her name was Rose and she was born in 1874,

s0 I would assume she was born shortly after my grandmother came. He
peddled for several years and his territory was Pawnee—you cangget to
Pawnee in about ten minutes from here now. (laughter) I guess with a

horsge and wagon, or a pack probably, that was his territory to peddle.
Q. Do you know the kinds of things he sold, pots and pans?

Ay I still have ome towel that he carried in his pack. Let messhow it
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to you; I think it's over there. Yes, I think I still have it or I might
have given #t to my daughter. But it's the same kind of a towel that

they have hanging in the kitchen in Abraham Lincoln's home, a great

big heavy linen damask with a turkey red border and then fringe. Appar—: =’
entlyty-I-wagss toldrthatl this was one of the towels that he had carried

in his pack. What else he sold, I have no idea. But I also have two pots—-
I don't have them, my daughter does now-—two big handmade copper pots

that were among the pots my grandmother brought from Europe. One's askéttle
and one [has] a great big long handle on it. Jo had them on the fireplace

now, of course.
Q. Oh, that's great. (laughter)

A, They had been behind the furnace for a thousand years and my dad

dug them up one time and I had them cleaned and polished. But at any
rate, then my grandfather opened a store. Well, it would be facing
Fifth Street where the Illinois MNational Bank drive-~in parking is. And
he also was a student; he taught Hebrew at GConcordia Seminary. After he

got his bemrings he did that as well as work in the store.
Q. What was the store named?

A. L. Harris. And I have a picture, I think I can put my hands on it
if you'd like to see it, of the store with all the pants hanging on
racks outside the store and in one corner there was the American flag
showing out of it. The picture has my grandfather and my father and a
man by the name of Albert Meyerstein and you will, in the course of

yvour research, find many references to the Meyerstein family. His
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niece is a very good friend of mine now.

He [my grandfather] had that store for a good:msny years. He was not

a businessman; the store didn't grow. I think my father had some progressive
ideas, but, you know, in those days a father was a ruler of the family

and so my father couldn't put his ideas into effect. So he left and

went to Bowling Green, Missouri, which is still a town of 2500, and

he worked for a family by the name of Franlh down there for about ten

yvears. This last spring I drove down to Bowling Green just to look it

over and see what kind of a town it is and I don't thénk it's changed a

bit. It's still a little sleepy town near the Mississippi River.
Q. This is your father now?

A. My father, yes. And when he came back, after about ten years, he

worked for Myers Brothers. He worked there for 25 years.

Q. Could we back track a little on your father? When his parents,

your grandparents, firgt came to Springfield where did they live?

A. They lived for a short time-—and that house is also gone, that was

a really odddone, a long red brick cottage--on the corner of Eleventh and
Washington Street. All the Jews who lived in Springfield at that time
lived in that area and this little old red brick houss was on that corner.
Then as things got a little better they bought a house on North Ninth
Street. Oh, it must have been the 700 block or so on North Ninth. And
about 1900 they moved out to 917 South Fifth Street. You know Springfield
was growing south and they lived there for a while and then bought--oh,
they must have moved out there before 1900 because they bought the

house on Pourth Street around 1900, 5815 South Fourth Street. It's still
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standing. It looks pretty much the same as it did then.

Q. Your father was two when he came here. When was your father born?
A. 1865.

Q. Where did your father go to school?

A, He went to the school--is that Lincoln School at the corner between

Rleventh and Twelfth and Monree and Capitol?
Q. That's where the building was?

A. Yes, there still is a school there. He had a teacher by the name of
Mrs. MacElfresh, I remember him telling the story [when] he started

first grade there about this teacher, Mrs. MacElfresh, taking him around
to other teachers and saying, "This is a little Jew-boy." 1It's incredible,

isn't it?
Q. It must have been an unusual event.

A. It must have been an unugual thing and yet there were others. I
mean he had contemporaries, Jewish childeen here in Springfield at the

time. And he told that story.

Q. Did your father go to religious school,too?
A. Yes.

Q. At B'rith Sholom?

A. Yes. He said he was confirmed with Julius Rosenwald. Now, I don't

know whether it was a confirmation or it was a Bar Mitzvah. T don't
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know. I don't know whether they were conducting Bar Mitzvahs at that
time. For mmny years this congregation didn't have them. It's only
in the last maybe 25 years, less than that perhaps, that this temple

has been conducting Bar Mitzvahs again.
Q. Then it was probably confirmmtion?

A. Well, he always called it confirmation. Now maybe that was his

English translation of the wor#l Bar Mitzvah.

Q. Did your father have any further education past the public sbhools?
A. No.

Q. And then he worked with his father?

A, Then he worked with his father. But when he was growing up he
played with Lincoln's law partners' children, both the Stuart children
and the Herﬂdﬁn children. Now whether he was in school with them—-he
probably was in school with them. I don't know where they lived, but
he gpoke of them. He remembered old Billy Herndon quite well and he
remembered John Stuart, who were Lincoln's two partners. And he remem~
bered something about Mrsg. Lincoln, not a lot becamse you know she
wasn't here, she lived in Europe most of the time after she was widowed.

He would make little remarks, now and then,about having seen here.

Q. I think that's very exciting that your father could recall those

things.

A. Yes. Well as he got older, when he was living with us he was then
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87, every once in a while we would sit at the dinnertsable and we'd
get started on this and he'd go on and on reminiscing and it was just
great fun. My daughter, of course, heard a lot of it and she enjoyed

it, too.

Q. So your father went to work with his dad and that obviously didn't

last too long?
A. I don't know how long it lasted. I have no idea.
Q. And when was it that he went to work at Myers Brothers?

A. Well, it must have been around 1900. He probably left [Springfield]
when he was 25 and came back when he was 35, because he worked for
Myers Brothers for 25 years and I know he left there in about 1925. He

was up in years in 1925.
Q. Was your father very involved in the temple?

A. No, just a member. He actually didn't take any leadership. He
was a member and he never sildeed a Friday night, sat in the same seat.

In those days seats were assigned in the temple.
Q. Were they signs of prestige?

A, They definitely were. Yes, they certainly were. The three Myers
Brothers had seats about the third row back. The oldest brother, the
middle brother and the third brother, the next three rows. And they

had the middle rows, right in the middle. Those I remember specifically.

Now, our seats were on the right, directly opposite Albert Myers; he
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was the oldest brother.

Q. Well, yvour family was an old Springfield Jewish family then.

A. 8ort of, yes; not charter members, though. Not charter members of
the congregation. I do remember an awful &ét of these people who were

not actually charter members, the sons and daughters of charter members.

Q. Was your father very involved in &ommunity affairs?

A. No, my father was a very quiet, retiring, unagsuming person. He
was a very good family man and they lived a very routinized life and
he was not E@¥¥iblg aggressive. I think somethmes the reason I did get
involved was because I felt they, my grandfather and mother, should

have and they didn't. And then I did it, you know.

Q. Let me ask about your mother. Was she originally from Springfield,

too?

A, No, she was from Chicago. Her mother was born in Alsace-Lorraine
and came to this country in 1870 as a child, a very young child, to
Chicago. My grandfather was born in Switzerland and he came probably

later.

Q. What was your mother's maiden name?

A. Schweitzer.

Q. And they settled in Chicago?

A, Ye_s .
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Q. How did your parents meet if your mother lived in Chicago?

A, There was a young woman from Springfield who was marrying a young
man in Chicago. My father went to the wedding and he met my mother

there.
Q. When were they married?

A. In 1911. And strangely enough, the couple at whose wellding shayhmetct
#yveotheEltRaga, Texas-——Charles Gibbon and his wife-—anddendéd ‘up;

being tremendous philanthopists. A very important family in E1 Paso
Q. When were they m-:riad?
and early Jewish settlers out there.

A, In 1911

Q. After your parents were married, they settled back in Chicago?
A. No, here in Springfield.

Q. Where did they live?

A. 815 South Fourth.

Q. And lived there for many years?

A. Oh, always.

Q. I assume that your mother never workéd.

A. Oh, she took a fiing at real estate.in the 1920's.

Q. Was that a booming time for Springfield?

A. I guess it must have beepn. I think she was in it five or six years.

And then puttered with it after that, but not as seriously as she did
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at that time.
Q. Was she ever involved in . . . ?

A. No. Yes, she was. There was a time when we had a National Council
for Jewish Women here; that was the 1920's, and she worked very hard
and diligently for immigration and integration and Americanization

of immigrants here,

Q. Was there any special organization in Springfield at that time to help

recent immigrants become integrated into Springfield?

A. Not to my knowledge. Now someone else mgy be able to tell you that,
I don't know. The short time that the Council was in existence they did.
And there wag a great immigration from Eastern Europe at that time, I
guess it was following World War I, And it [the Council] wad a ¥ery
small organigation, it couldn't survive here. Sisterhood was very strong
and people felt that if there were two organizations it was dividing

the aneggige=of pbople and it finally folded. But while it was here

they did a lot of work, mainly in immigration.

Q. How did the older, more established Springfield Jewish community

react to these new immigrants from Eastern Europe?

A. Well,I could only tell you my side of it, what little I know of
it. B'nal Abraham Congregation was founded about 1890 or 1891. A
few people, I suppose, did join the Temple [B'rith Sholom], but one
being German and one being from Eastern Europe there wasn't any common

meeting ground. And so the other became an orthodox congregation.

0f course you know Temple B'rith Sholom Congregation started as an
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orthodox congrefatien, And it was in 1873. . . . I think somewhere in
this book (Refers to pamphletz) it tells that there were several years
when they couldn't decide which way to go and finally, quoting this

old gentleman, B. A. Lange, '"The die was cast," and they decided to

be reform. And still even then the services were in German and in Hebrew,

not English.
Q. Did your parents speak German at home?

A. Both of them spoke German very well. So I don't know whether my
grandparents, my father's parents, always lived in Lithuania or [if]

they had been in Germany because they did speak German.

Q. Now you mentioned that when your gmandparents settled here they lived
in what you would call a Jewish neilhborbdeds you would visuali.wx one.
The few Jewish families in springfield lived in that general a:ea btut

A. No, it wasn't really a Jewish neighborhood as you would visualize
that wag Sprimgfield at the *ime. Springfield was small.

one. The few Jewish families in Springfield lived in that general area

but that was Springfield at the time. Springfield was small.

Q. Did the same hold true when your parents set up housekeeping?
Springfield must have been a little bigger by then. Did the Jewg tend

to live in the same vicinity?

A. No, some of them lived north and some lived quite.. . . Two of the
Myers families lived right in the next block--one in the next block and

one about three blocks down on B&venth Street. But:this was the newer——-

2The pamphlet referred to is a souvenir booklet written for
the celebration of the 115th Anniversary of Temple B'rith Sholom.
It was written by the narrator. Ed.
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quote--"better”" end of town. And when the site for the temple was
chosen I'm sure it was chosen because it was in the improving area rather
than where it had been on North Fifth,Street. The first temple was on

North Fifth, 425, I think it was, North Fifth.
Q. Let me ask, Cecile, when were you born?
A. In 1911, but don't tell anybody. (laughter)

Q. I won't. (laughter) At the time you were born was your family still

living on South Fourth Street?

A.  Yes, they always lived there« We were just two blocks from the *zn,

temple,

Q. Oh, of course, you said your father never missed a Friday night. So

it was very convenient.

A. Apnd my grandmother, too. My grandfather died when I was two years
0old so I don'"t know how much he went to temple. I'm sure he did, but I

don't know.

Q. Then as you were growing up, the religious influence must have been

very strong in your family.

A. Oh, it was. I can remember, I was four years old, five years old
I guess, when the cornerstone was laid for this particular temple.

Let's see if I can find it (Refers to pamphlet).
Q. I believe it was 1916.

A. The temple was finished in 1916, May 18, 1916. They built a
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platform and I can remember being on the platform cattycorner from the
Temple, north and west, and then the dedication ceremonies were held

on this temporary platform. I remember being there, and that's one of
the pictures that was lost when they cleaned out the organ loft—-a

picture of the dédication of the cornerstone.

Q. That's very interesting because in this little anniversayy booklet

it says that children were not invited to that dedication.
A, The dedication of the temple. This was the cornerstone.
Q. Oh, this was the laying of the cormerstone.

A. T don't know where that information came from. I think we got that
out of the 50 or 75 year anniversary book. T don't know [which], but
there is that book and it is in the Temple. 1I'll go down there with you
sometime 80 you can see it. A lot of this information (Refersto the
anniversayybbobkie}) was taken from that booklet. Morris Myers and

Rabbi Herman Snyder compiled that. They worked very hard on it.
Q. What can you recall of the building of the fémp;e?
A. Nothing. The actual construction?

Q. No, I mean the k#énds of things that perhaps went on in the community.

There must have been substantial fund raising to build the building.

A, There must have been. Somewhere there was a fiégure of how much
that F&mple cost. I don't believe it's in here. The first building,

the first temple building, cost $7500-~the one on North Fifth Street.
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It seems to me, in the back of my mimd, that building [built in 1916]

cost $40,000 to build.

Q. Which is an enoermous sum of money for 1916. There must have been

some very prosperous people involved in the building of the temple. .

A, Well, there were. Many of the very early settlers lived in Athens
and then later moved to Springfield. And undoubtedly they acquired lots
of farmland but by 1916 they had considerable assets; the Myers Brothers
store was going very well and Julius Rosenwald contributed to that
building. If you'll notice, his parents, Augusta and Samuel Rosenwald,

are listed on the Memorial Tablets.

Q. And it's in that building that you were refering to a little while

ago ahout the more prominent people having the better seats.

A. Yes, that's right. They could sleep more comfortably (laughter)

and they used to sleep, too.
Q. Did they?

A. Oh sure, I can remember so well. These older men probably weren't

as old as I am now but they sat there and they nodded,
Q. Were the services longer in those days?

A. No, it's almost the identical prayerbook, just the same. Well, it
may have been revised a little bit, but it's the traditional Unien
Prayerbook; and the rabbi didn't dare speak more than twenty minutes.

(laughter) He didn't dare.
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Q. Who is the first rabbl that you can remember well?

A. Let me look attthis. (Refers<to pamphlet) IZIhthiknk it was Rabbi

Tedesche. Sidney Tedesche.

Q. What do you remember about him?

A. 1913 to 1916. Well, he just taught in Sunday school. I can remember
my folks having him for dinmer. He was, as I remember, a very charming
young man. This congregation traditionally got very young students,

just newly graduated from Hebrew Union College.

Q. This was kind of a break-in pulpit?

A, Yes, it was, and they didn't pay a great salery. It was at least
a starting for a young rabbi. Rabbi Snyder, I think, was the first one

who stayed a good long time, 1928 to 1947.

Q. You must remember him very well.

A. Oh, I'm still in touch with him. He and his wife were very good

friends of ours. He's in Springfield, Massachusetts now.

Q. I came across several articles from the newspaper mbout him that

were written at the time he left Springfield to go into the Navy.

A. He was stationed at Camp Pendleton in San Diego.ald during the war.

Q. One lengthy column was written about what a great guy he was.

A, 0Oh, he is. He still is. I saw him in Florida just winter before

lagt. I ran into him in Palm Beach.
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Q. I'm kind of interested in why he left?

A, Well, that's kind of a sad story. In fact they had just come back
[from the Navy and] several things happened. They had their third child,
Jonathan, while they were stationed in California. The baby was six
months old, less than six months o0ld, when they came back. The board

of directors made no effort tb help them find housing when they came back.
Then this child smothered in his carriage. They put him outside

for an airing like we used to do in thosé days. You know, it could be

a cold day, it could be anything, out they were. Adell Snydervwent~o@t
and found the baby suffocated. And she was a basket case. She

really was after this happened and I §hink it was important for her to
pet away. And any little resentments that might have been small became

very big.
Q. Any resentments toward the board for not helping them?

A. Yes. There might have been some other things that happened at the
time [that were] enlarged because of her unhappiness. She was a most
frantic person. Later, the btherasan took his 1life. 5o they hast more
than their share of tragedy. They had a younger daughter who had a
brealldown after Joe took his life so they really had a bad time for
geveral years, but I think it was very important for them to get

away for her mental health.

Q. IlYe kind of led you off the beaten track. I want to take you back to

when you were a child. Where did you go to school?

A. Stuart school at $iixth and South Grand.
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Q. Were there many Jewlsh childeen in that school?

A. Yes, when I was there, yes. In the first place my father's younger
brother went to school there and also his sister, Rose. Harry Harris
and Roge Harrig both went there amd my three sisters, the three of aa,
went [theré]. Jim, Stdnley and Al Myers were in school. No, Stanley was
out by [that] time. I don't remember him in grade school. But

Jim and Al. Gladys Eckstein, that's Ruth Goldman's sister, went there.
Ruthie was too young then; they moved away from the district by the
time Ruthle was ready for school. Isadora Lewis went there. Jerome
Robingon. Oh, and much before that Morris and Allen Myers went to
school there. Jack Samuels went to Stuart School. They're all g

good deal older then I am but they did go to Stuart $cheal. At the

moment that's all I can remember.

Q. At the time that you were at Stuart School were there any Jewish -

childeen in your class?
A. No, there were none in my class. Al Myers was in my sister's cddss.

Q. Were there any Jewish teachers on the faculty?

A. No. I only have recollection of one Jewish teacher and she taught
at Springfield High School. Her name was Belle Karon and she was fhe
history teacher. She practically lived at out house. She was from
Superior,Wisconsin or Duluth, Minnesota, I don't know which. She

taught [for] five or six years in the high sehool.

Q. At the time that you were in elementary school and high school

wag there any reaction on the part of your classmates or your teachers























































































































































